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The aim of this theoretical research was to gain insight in the processes that contribute to 
different forms of well-being. This goal was pursued by comparing three major well-being 
models in positive psychology: the concept of Subjective Well-Being (SWB) by Ed Diener, 
the model of Psychological Well-Being (PWB) by Carol Ryff and the Self-Determination 
Theory (SDT) by Richard Ryan and Edward Deci. The processes that underly well-being 
according to these models have been described, visualized and compared in order to 
determine their similarities and differences. 
It turned out that these theories sometimes contradict each other, and at other times 
validate or complement one another. The most striking point of divergence was that SDT and 
PWB contradict SWB’s assumption that the content of goals is unimportant to the well-being 
that results from achieving this goal. However, there are also some important points of 
convergence. All theories implicitly or explicitly emphasize the importance of competence 
and SWB and SDT agree that affect can be understood as feedback that guides our behavior 
in ways that are favorable to us. Both SDT and PWB underscore the importance of awareness 
since this helps individuals to move in the right direction. Lastly, all theories implicitly or 
explicitly stress the importance of creating a life that is congruent with one’s needs and 
values. 
The results of this study add to the understanding of the concept and causes of well-
being, and in addition give insight in how well-being could be enhanced durably. It also 
points to the conceptual overlap between well-being and meaning in life, which suggests that 
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Defining concepts like happiness, flourishing and well-being has been an important inquiry 
for philosophers and scholars in different fields throughout history (Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 
2009; Jayawickreme, Forgeard & Seligman, 2012). Research on these topics exploded, 
however, with the rise of positive psychology. This new field within psychology was born 
when Martin Seligman became president of the American Psychology Association in 1996 
(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). For a long time, the goal of psychology had been to 
relieve misery and cope with the disabling conditions of life. Psychologists were focusing on 
reducing depression, trauma, alcoholism and other kinds of suffering (Seligman, 2011). 
Seligman urged psychology to change this goal into a new one: ‘exploring what makes life 
worth living and building the enabling conditions of a life worth living’ (Seligman, 2011, p. 
1). Positive psychology is the name of the scientific and professional movement pursuing this 
goal, and its topic is well-being. It covers subjects like happiness, meaning, growth, 
relationships, gratitude, flow and accomplishment (Seligman, 2011). Seligman envisions 
positive psychology to achieve ‘a scientific understanding and effective interventions to build 
thriving individuals, families and communities’ (Seligman, 2002, p. 7). 
The great interest in well-being has resulted in a multitude of well-being theories, each 
with different core concepts, purposes and assumptions (Jayawickreme, Forgeard & 
Seligman, 2012). These theories can be very different in character. Often, for example, a 
distinction is made between two well-being traditions: hedonism and eudemonism (Lambert, 
Passmore & Holder, 2015).  These two ethical philosophies have been concerned with the 
question how to live a good life. In hedonic tradition the focus is placed on pleasure and the 
absence of discomfort; the good life is a life in which the individual subjectively experiences 
pleasure and has no or little unpleasant experiences (Huta & Waterman, 2013). Eudaimonian 
theory, on the other hand, emphasizes the importance of fully developing one’s potentials and 
engaging in activities reflecting virtue (Huta & Waterman, 2013). Both philosophies have 
been conceptualized and operationalized in multiple ways, especially eudaimonia (Huta & 
Waterman, 2013). However, often a simple difference is made within the research field of 
well-being: hedonia involves feeling good whereas eudaimonia involves functioning well 
(Keyes & Annas, 2009). Thus, within these traditions well-being refers to something 
fundamentally different. Therefore, well-being theories are often explicitly related to these 
traditions (e.g. Diener, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryff, 1989a). Due to this elemental 
difference the relations between these traditions are not always apparent. The same goes for 
7 
 
the well-being models related to them. The many different approaches to well-being have led 
to vagueness around this concept (Jayawickreme, Forgeard and Seligman, 2012). 
A profound understanding of the relations between diverse models of well-being is 
important, however, because ‘[h]aving a clear grasp of how the different theories relate to 
each other is vital if psychologists are to understand what well-being is, what causes it, and 
how it can be enhanced’ (Jayawickreme, Forgeard and Seligman, 2012, p. 338). Many authors 
have focused on operationalizing well-being and explicating its causes and underlying 
mechanisms (e.g. Deci & Ryan, 2000; Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 2009; Ryff, 2013; Sheldon & 
Lyubomirsky, 2004). And although the relations between these theories in general have been 
discussed to some extent (e.g. Deci & Ryan, 2008; Keyes, Shmotkin & Ryff, 2002), a detailed 
comparison of the processes contributing to well-being according to different theories is still 
missing within this field of research. Such a comparison would be valuable in various ways. 
Firstly, it adds to a comprehensive understanding of the different aspects of and approaches to 
well-being. Secondly it clarifies how processes contributing to different forms of well-being 
(hedonic and eudemonic) relate to each other. And lastly, this knowledge gives greater insight 
in the possibilities and constraints with regard to enhancing the well-being of individuals and 
societies in a durable way. 
A workable starting point for this endeavor is the comparison of three well-being 
theories that are central to the field of positive psychology: the concept of Subjective Well-
Being developed by Ed Diener (Diener, 1984), the model of Psychological Well-Being 
developed by Carol Ryff (Ryff, 1989a) and the Self-Determination Theory developed by 
Richard Ryan and Edward Deci (Deci & Ryan, 2000). To enhance the readability of this 
thesis, these will all three be referred to as models. The importance of these models is 
emphasized by the fact that they are usually included in overviews of leading well-being 
theories and models (e.g. Jayawickreme, Forgeard & Seligman, 2012; Lambert, Passmore and 
Holder, 2015). The model of Subjective Well-Being (SWB) is developed and operationalized 
by Ed Diener who published his first article on this topic in 1984. SWB might be the most 
widely used well-being construct in the field of positive psychology (Jayawickreme, Forgeard 
& Seligman, 2012). According to Diener, people’s own evaluations of their lives are an 
important part of quality of life and well-being. Therefore, SWB focusses on the way that 
well-being is experienced by the individual, like the experience of affect and life satisfaction 
(Diener, 1984; 2000). With its focus on subjective experience rather than functioning well, 
SWB is often placed within the hedonic tradition of well-being (e.g. Ryan & Deci, 2001). 
However, according to Diener himself hedonistic well-being is only reflected in affect. Global 
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life judgements like life satisfaction however, are more closely related to eudemonic thinking, 
so he writes (Diener, Scollon and Lucas, 2009). Carol Ryff (1989a; 2013) has criticized SWB 
for neglecting positive functioning as an important part of well-being. Therefore Ryff (1989a; 
1989b) put forth an alternative model of well-being which she named Psychological Well-
Being (PWB). This model consists of six dimensions that constitute positive psychological 
functioning, like self-acceptance, autonomy and purpose in life. With her focus on positive 
functioning, Ryff (1989a) places PWB within the eudemonic approach to well-being. 
Numerous studies have evaluated and supported the reliability and validity of this model 
(Ryff, 2013). Richard Ryan and Edward Deci have adopted yet another approach to well-
being. They observed that ‘[h]umans have a potential for growth, integration, and well-being, 
while also being vulnerable to defensiveness, aggression, and ill-being’ (Vansteenkiste & 
Ryan, 2013, p. 263). In their Self-Determination Theory (SDT) they outline the mechanisms 
that account for people’s tendencies towards the one or the other. In their theory they consider 
many different concepts in relation to well-being, like individual traits, motivations and 
contexts (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Since the primary focus of SDT is on optimal functioning, the 
theory is placed within the eudemonic tradition. However, it also considers the relations 
between human functioning and several well-being outcomes including affect (DeHaan & 
Ryan, 2014). This way it contributes to the endeavor of clarifying the relations between 
hedonic and eudemonic forms of well-being. SDT is supported by an increasing number of 
studies (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013) and is commonly used throughout different fields 
ranging from (mental) healthcare to parenting to marketing (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Since the 
primary focus of these three models differs, their comparison is believed to add to a 
comprehensive understanding of well-being and its underlying processes. 
 
Research purpose 
The aim of this research is gaining insight in the processes that contribute to different forms 
of well-being. This goal will be pursued by comparing three major well-being models in 
positive psychology: the model of Subjective Well-Being by Ed Diener, the model of 
Psychological Well-Being by Carol Ryff and the Self-Determination Theory by Richard Ryan 





Insight in the processes underlying well-being adds to the understanding of the concept and 
causes of well-being (theoretical relevance). It also gives insight in the possibilities and 
constraints with regard to enhancing the well-being of individuals and societies in a durable 
manner and can thus fuel effective interventions to promote well-being (social relevance). 
This contributes to the ambition of positive psychology to understand and promote the well-
being of individuals and communities (Seligman, 2002). To add to this purpose, the 
implications of this thesis with regard to the enhancement of well-being will be considered in 
the discussion of this thesis. 
 The results of this study are also relevant to the field of humanistic studies, since 
explication of the processes underlying different well-being models ease comparison of well-
being and meaning. Various scholars have been engaged with understanding the relation 
between these two concepts (e.g. Derkx, 2013). To this end, the understanding of well-being 
and its underlying processes that results from the comparison of the three models, will be 
related to meaning in the discussion of this thesis.  
 
Research questions 
From this purpose arises the following research question: What are the similarities and 
differences concerning the processes that contribute to well-being, according to the model of 
Subjective Well-Being by Ed Diener, the model of Psychological Well-Being by Carol Ryff 
and the Self-Determination Theory by Richard Ryan and Edward Deci? 
 
An answer to this main question was sought through the investigation of the following sub-
questions: 
1. What processes contribute to well-being according to the model of Subjective Well-
Being developed by Ed Diener? 
2. What processes contribute to well-being according to the model of Psychological 
Well-Being developed by Carol Ryff? 
3. What processes contribute to well-being according to the Self-Determination Theory 





To answer the research questions, I have conducted a theoretical study of the concept of 
Subjective Well-Being by Ed Diener, the model of Psychological Well-Being by Carol Ryff 
and the Self-Determination Theory by Richard Ryan and Edward Deci. Exploring these three 
models is a workable starting point for gaining insight in the concept of well-being. However, 
the choice to focus on these theories necessarily entails a loss of other perspectives on this 
concept. The limitations this engenders will be regarded in the chapter ‘Discussion’ of this 




The data of this study consists of articles written by the original authors of the models, in 
which the models are described or reviewed. This choice is made based on the believe that the 
author him- or herself has the most insight in the model and its development. Simultaneously 
the scope of literature is hereby limited, making the endeavor achievable considering the 
resources available for this study. The articles were found by means of the search engines 
PsycINFO, Scopus and Google Scholar. The search commands consisted of the name of the 
respecting author (in authors) and the name of the model (in the title, abstract or keywords). 
Furthermore, I have looked for relevant articles in the list of references of selected articles. In 
the selection of relevant articles my attention went out to articles in which the theory was 
initially described and to articles published in the last ten years in which the theory or model 
is described or reviewed. 
 
Data analysis 
The selected articles have been analyzed to gain a thorough understanding of the concepts and 
sub-concepts within the model, and the way they relate. Attributes of the (sub-)concepts and 
their relation to other concepts were distilled from the articles by hand and these overviews 
were used to clearly define the concepts and visualize how they relate to other concepts. In 
this way the processes that contribute to well-being have become visible. Through this 
process sub-questions 1, 2 and 3 were answered. Subsequently, the main question was 





This section is focused on the first sub-question of this research: What processes contribute to 
well-being according to the model of Subjective Well-Being developed by Ed Diener? First, 
the model of Subjective Well-Being (SWB) will be introduced. Secondly, the different 
aspects of SWB will be described in more detail and its underlying processes will be 
visualized. Thirdly, the meaning of well-being according to SWB will be considered and the 
sub-question of this chapter will be answered. Finally, the model of SWB will be evaluated, in 
order to determine its strengths and weaknesses. 
 
Introduction of Subjective Well-Being 
According to Ed Diener, people’s own evaluations of their lives are an important part of well-
being (Diener, 1984; Diener, 2000). For that reason he speaks of Subjective Well-Being 
(SWB), which might be the most widely used well-being construct in the field of positive 
psychology (Jayawickreme, Forgeard & Seligman, 2012). SWB is defined as ‘an umbrella 
term used to describe the level of well-being people experience according to their subjective 
evaluations of their lives’ (Diener & Ryan, 2009, p. 391). SWB is a multi-faceted 
phenomenon; a construct that consists of four different evaluative variables: (1) the presence 
of positive affect, (2) the absence of negative affect, (3) positive global life judgements and 
(4) domain satisfaction (Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 2009; Diener, Suh, Lucas & Smith, 1999). 
There are different processes involved in the formation of these affective and cognitive 
evaluations (Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 2009), which will be discussed and visualized in this 
chapter. Since SWB focusses on well-being as a subjective experience, it is often placed 
under the hedonic tradition (Jayawickreme, Forgeard & Seligman, 2012; Lambert, Passmore 
and Holder, 2015). However, Diener himself argues that (global) life judgements may include 
eudemonic aspects of life as well (Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 2009). For example, whether 
someone is satisfied with his life can (partly) depend on the degree to which he feels that he 
has lived in accordance with his values. The four components of SWB and their underlying 
processes will be discussed and visualized in the following sections. First, I will  elaborate on 





Positive and negative affect 
Positive affect (e.g. joy, love and contentment) and negative affect (e.g. sadness, anger and 
stress) are considered on-line (or direct) affective evaluations of events in people’s lives 
(Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 2009). Well-being is high when in general the experience of 
positive – or pleasant – affect is high and the experience of negative – or unpleasant – affect is 
low (Diener, 2000). There are two forms of affective evaluation: emotions and moods. 
‘[E]motions are generally thought to be short-live reactions that are tied to specific events or 
external stimuli’ (Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 2009, p. 72). Moods, on the other hand, ‘are 
thought to be more diffuse affective feelings that may not be tied to specific events’ (Diener, 
Scollon & Lucas, 2009, p. 72). 
Diener, Scollon and Lucas (2009) do not describe the processes through which moods 
are formed, however they do elaborate on the processes underlying on-line emotional 
reactions. When an event occurs (e.g. you meet a friend or watch the news) the individual 
appraises that event through processes, such as attention and interpretation. E.g., when 
focusing your attention on the newscaster’s hair or on the story that he is telling. The 
information that is gained through attention is interpreted in order to obtain meaning from it. 
This interpretation is based on one’s existing personal knowledge, like one’s beliefs, 
expectations, motives and norms. When the event is interpreted – either consciously or 
unconsciously – as supportive of one’s goal attainment and when the necessary resources are 
considered to be available the event is appraised as positive and the individual experiences 
positive affect. When it is interpreted as thwarting to one’s goal attainment on the other hand, 
or the required resources are considered unavailable, a negative appraisal is given and 
negative affect is experienced (Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 2009). For example, imagine that 
you are in a train and you notice an acquaintance (attention). When you are in the mood to 
chat (goal) and you expect the conversation to be interesting, because you have had 
stimulating conversations with him before (expectation based on personal experience), you 
will probably appraise the situation as positive and experience positive feelings like interest, 
contentment and relaxation. When you are looking for some quiet time to wake up, on the 
other hand (goal), or you expect the conversation to be utterly boring, because last time he 
could not stop talking about his cat (expectation), a negative appraisal is likely to be given to 
the situation and you could experience negative feelings, such as irritation and fear to be seen 
by him and start a conversation. So different meanings can be given to the same event and this 
will subsequently evoke other kinds of feelings. 
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In addition to one’s existing personal knowledge, the experience of positive and 
negative affect is influenced by one’s personality. Personality is often defined by means of the 
‘Big Five’ personality dimensions: Extraversion, neuroticism, agreeableness, consciousness, 
and openness (Barrick & Mount, 1991). The trait of extraversion correlates with positive 
affect, while negative affect is aligned with neuroticism (Tellegen, 1985). Extraversion refers 
to an individual’s tendency to be sociable, assertive, energetic and stimulation seeking 
(Barrick & Mount, 1991), whereas neuroticism refers to the tendency to be sensitive to the 
experience of negative emotions like anxiety, depression, insecurity, anger and 
embarrassment. Given this definition of neuroticism, it is no surprise it correlates with 
negative affect. What makes the inclusion of personality in the appraising process interesting 
though, is the fact that evaluating an event – giving meaning to it – does not only rely on the 
previously developed personal knowledge, but also on individual traits. It seems plausible the 
process underlying affect is influenced by other traits than personality as well, like 
intelligence and empathy for example. Intelligence enables interpretation using a broader 
input of information (Reisberg, 2013), and a quality like empathy would allow other kinds of 
information to be taken into account, namely the assumed experiences of others. To my 
knowledge, other traits and qualities besides personality are not discussed in SWB literature, 
nonetheless it seems very likely they influence this process. However, since affirming these 
assumptions goes beyond the scope of this study, these traits are not included in figure 1, that 




Figure 1: Process underlying positive and negative affect 
 
Due to the different personalities (and other traits and characteristics) all individuals have and 
since their personal knowledge is so diverse, they differ in goals they pursue, norms they 
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value, and the way they perceive the world and themselves. Therefore, people’s emotional 
reaction to the same event may vary greatly. The affective experiences during events can be 
stored in one’s memory and be used at a later time to make judgments about one’s life 
(Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 2009). 
 
Positive global life judgments and domain satisfaction 
Global life judgements are cognitive evaluations regarding the quality of one’s life in different 
respects. The judgement of ‘life satisfaction’ – the satisfaction with one’s life as a whole – is 
the most commonly used measure in positive psychology, but judgements can also concern 
constructs like fulfillment, meaning and success. These judgements are characterized as 
cognitive because they are assumed to require cognitive processing (Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 
2009). Diener, Scollon and Lucas (2009) describe the process through which these judgments 
are formed as follows: ‘Presumably, individuals can [1] examine the conditions in their lives, 
[2] weigh the importance of these conditions, and then [3] evaluate their lives on a scale 
ranging from dissatisfied to satisfied’ (p. 76). These judgements are influenced by the 
following factors.  
When examining their lives conditions [1] individuals do not include all aspects of 
their lives. Instead they ‘use information that is salient at the time of the judgement’ (p. 76). 
The first question that comes to mind concerning this process is: ‘What information do 
individuals select with regard to their lives conditions?’. People’s life satisfaction judgements 
are quite stable over time, which implies most information that is used in the judgement 
process is constantly accessible and remains the same. Furthermore, information that is very 
important to the individual is likely to come to mind during this process (Diener, Scollon & 
Lucas, 2009). This information might include people’s memory of important events during 
which they experienced positive or negative affect. For example, like a marriage proposal or a 
death in the family. Moreover, the information that is used in the judgement process differs 
across cultures and individuals, which implies that the importance that is assigned to certain 
life conditions is dependent on personally developed meanings (Schwarts & Clore, 1983). 
E.g., participants from individualistic cultures assigned greater importance to affective well-
being when judging their life satisfaction than participants from collective cultures (Suh, 
Diener, Oishi & Triandis, 1998). Additionally, salient information might also include 
irrelevant factors, such as the weather and mood at times of the judgement. Schwarts and 
Clore (1983) conducted research which showed that these factors influence ratings of life 
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satisfaction, even though these factors are not seen as indicative of life satisfaction. Thus, the 
content that is judged in this process consists of recollected information that is important to 
the individual, and (to a smaller extent) of current conditions. 
The way the information is used when judging one’s life [2 & 3] also depends on 
one’s personally developed meanings, or personal knowledge (Schwarts & Clore, 1983). For 
example, the weight that is given to particular pieces of information [2] varies. Like the 
importance that is assigned to affective well-being. Furthermore, people may use various 
comparison standards when judging their lives [3]. E.g., aspects of one’s life may be 
compared with (1) how these same aspects were in one’s past, (2) one’s desires for the future, 
(3) with others in one’s life or (4) with cultural norms. Thus, in judging their lives people 
appear to use their own criteria, which they have developed under the influence of their 
culture (Schwarts & Clore, 1983). The process underlying global life judgements and domain 
satisfaction is visualized in figure 2. 
 
 
Figure 2: The process underlying global life judgements and domain satisfaction 
 
Domain satisfaction ‘reflects a person’s evaluation of the specific domains in his or her life’ 
(Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 2009, p. 78). Marriage, work and health are examples of these 
domains. Domain satisfactions contribute to the satisfaction with one’s life as a whole, but the 
weight that is given to each domain may vary across individuals. Like global life judgement, 
domain satisfaction results from a cognitive evaluation (Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 2009). For 
that reason, the processes underlying domain satisfaction are supposedly the same as those of 
global life judgements. The only difference is the topic of judgement, which results in a 
selection of different information. For example, when thinking about whether you are 
satisfied with your life as a whole, you will probably select (partly) other information than, 
16 
 
when thinking about whether you are satisfied with your work. So the topic of judgement 
determines what information is considered to be relevant and will thus be selected. Therefore, 
I have added the topic of judgment in figure 2, although it is not discussed in SWB literature. 
 
Understanding of well-being and its underlying processes 
according to SWB 
Within the model of SWB, well-being is understood as the positivity of one’s subjective 
experience in terms of affect and satisfaction. SWB considers four variables of well-being: (1) 
Presence of positive affect, (2) absence of negative affect, (3) positive global life judgment 
and (4) domain satisfaction. 
 According to this model, these experiences are the outcome of two types of processes; 
one more affective, the other cognitive. Positive affect and negative affect are the result of 
whether we perceive an event to be supportive of our goal attainment. When an event is 
perceived as supportive for the attainment of one’s goals and when the required resources are 
considered to be available, the event is appraised positively and pleasant emotions will follow. 
If, on the other hand, the event is perceived as thwarting of the attainment of one’s goals or 
when the required resources are considered to be unavailable, the event is appraised 
negatively and unpleasant emotions will follow. In this process, our interpretation of the event 
is based on our existing personal knowledge and our personality. Since these differ across 
individuals, the affect that results from the encounter of the same event may be different per 
individual.  
Global life judgments and domain satisfaction are the outcome of a cognitive 
evaluative process, by which one’s life conditions are judged. The content of this process 
consists of the recollected information that the individual considers important. Current 
conditions may also be taken into account despite of the fact that they are not relevant in 
making these judgements. From the multiplicity of available memories, the most relevant are 
selected to create a perception of one’s life conditions, and subsequently these conditions are 
weighed and evaluated to form one’s judgements and satisfactions. This process is influenced 
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by one’s personal knowledge, which includes one’s self-concept, beliefs, expectancies, norms 
and standard (Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 2009). 
 
Evaluation of SWB 
Subjective well-being has proved to be a convenient measure when examining people’s well-
being (Jayawickreme, Forgeard & Seligman, 2012). It clearly describes different aspects of 
how well-being can be experienced by individuals, which makes it an appealing theory. 
However, it also has some weaknesses, two of which will be outlined in this section. 
 First, with regard to affect it only describes the process underlying emotions. Emotions 
are often short lived and tied to a specific event or stimuli. I believe it is very interesting 
though, to gain insight in the way one’s general affect – apart from these stimuli – is formed. 
What influences this affective background which we experience when our attention is not 
drawn to our emotions? 
 Secondly, the formation process of emotion is rather abstract and does not consider the 
content of goals. Affective evaluations are understood to be the result of a (cognitive) process, 
through which events are judged on their utility for goal attainment, independently from the 
goal content. However, Deci and Ryan (2000) have shown that the content of these goals is 
important to the effect their attainment has on our well-being; goal attainment contributes to 
well-being insofar this is satisfying of one’s needs, they state. SWB literature does not address 
this matter, and therefore predictions and well-being interventions based solely on this theory 






This section is focused on the second sub-question of this research: What processes contribute 
to well-being according to the Self-Determination Theory developed by Richard Ryan and 
Edward Deci? This chapter starts with an introduction of the Self-Determination Theory 
(SDT). Secondly, the different facets of SDT will be described in more detail and its 
underlying processes will be visualized. Subsequently, the meaning of well-being according 
to SDT will be considered and the sub-question of this chapter will be answered. Finally, the 
SDT will be evaluated, in order to determine its strengths and weaknesses. Since SDT is a 
broad and comprehensive theory, consisting of several sub-theories, this chapter will be 
longer than those about the other models. 
 
Introduction of the Self-Determination Theory 
The Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is developed by Edward Deci and Richard Ryan (Deci 
& Ryan, 2000). On their website www.selfdeterminationtheory.org they state SDT is an 
approach to human motivation and personality. SDT started as a theory to explain different 
kinds of motivation that gradually developed into a broad theory that can be used as a model 
for eudemonic well-being (Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2008). 
Within SDT eudemonic well-being is understood as living well, full functioning or 
optimal functioning (e.g. Deci & Ryan, 2008; DeHaan & Ryan, 2014). Ryan, Huta and Deci 
(2008) define it as ‘a way of living that is focused on what is intrinsically worthwhile to 
human beings’ (p. 147). Moreover, optimal functioning has various outcomes or 
consequences that are also referred to as well-being or sometimes as ‘indicators of well-
being’. To prevent confusion between these two kinds of well-being, SDT’s eudemonic well-
being will be referred to as ‘optimal functioning’ and well-being outcomes of this functioning 
will be named ‘indicators of well-being’. 
 The different concepts and their relationships will be discussed in detail throughout 
this chapter, starting with the organismic metatheory in which SDT is embedded. This 
metatheory clarifies the way SDT understands the nature of human beings, in terms of their 
needs and tendencies as well as their relation to the environment. Subsequently, it will be 
considered how the satisfaction of needs can be supported and how they are obstructed. And 
finally, the outcomes of need satisfaction and need frustration will be discussed. This results 
in a structured and comprehensive overview of SDT. 
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Figure 3 depicts an overview of SDT in an ideal situation. The arrows represent 
positive relations, or influences. For example, when the environment of an individual is need 
supportive, one’s needs generally become more satisfied. However, these relations are not 
absolute; the arrows represent the primary paths but cross-paths to non-optimal circumstances 
could also occur (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). Some could experience need frustration in 
need supportive environments, for example. The exact meaning of this figure will become 
apparent throughout this chapter. 
 
 




The Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is based in an organismic-dialectical metatheory (Deci 
& Ryan, 2000). This metatheory postulates that human organisms have adaptively developed 
a set of innate characteristics, that move them towards psychological well-being; they have an 
activity tendency, an integrative tendency and they have some basic psychological needs: the 
need for competence, autonomy and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
 
The activity tendency 
The organismic-dialectical metatheory assumes a dialectic between human beings and their 
environment (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000b). According to this metatheory 
humans are influenced and shaped by their (social) environment, and simultaneously people 
mold and optimize their life conditions in a way that they support their needs for well-being 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000b). Therefore, humans are considered proactive organisms who have the 
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tendency to be active and grow; they spontaneously and volitionally engage in activities they 
find interesting and exercise and develop their competencies, thereby gaining more influence 
over their internal and external environment (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2008; 
Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). This human tendency is named the activity tendency. However, 
this tendency is only activated when the individual’s basic psychological needs are satisfied. 
Especially the satisfaction of the need for competence and autonomy are considered to be 
important in this respect, and satisfaction of the need for relatedness to a lesser extent.  
The activity tendency and the process it activates are visualized in figure 4. Figure 5 
shows how these concepts fit within the totality of SDT. Moreover, ‘Engagement in activity’ 
in figure 4 is an important intermediate step, but it is not added to figure 5 in order to enhance 
its readability of this overview.  
 
Figure 4: The process involved in the activity tendency 
 
Figure 5: How the process involved in the activity tendency fits within SDT 
 
The integrative tendency 
Organismic refers to the Latin verb organizare; ‘to arrange in a coherent form’ (Vansteenkiste 
& Ryan, 2013). SDT poses that there are two essential trajectories in human development: 
greater integration within the self – named intrapersonal integrity – and greater integration 
and assimilation of oneself within one’s social surroundings – named interpersonal integrity 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). Intrapersonal integrity refers to coherence 
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within the self with regard to psychic elements, like perceptions of the world and the self, 
personal values, preferences and interests. People continually refine and elaborate these 
elements and try to bring them into harmony with each other through the process of 
integration, thereby dissolving inner conflict (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  
Interpersonal integrity results from the inclination of humans to integrate themselves 
into their social community; they pursue feeling connected within social groups (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). The development towards interpersonal integrity 
is fostered by the process of internalization: ‘an active, natural process in which individuals 
attempt to transform socially sanctioned mores or requests into personally endorsed values 
and self-regulations’ (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 236). In this way the individual adapts to the 
requests of his social surrounding and becomes integrated in it.  
When these internalized regulations are integrated – thus brought in harmony with 
other psychic elements – they become part of one’s integrated self, and one’s repertoire for 
autonomous action is enlarged; behaviors that were initially not volitional and self-endorsed 
can become so (Williams, Grow, Freedman, Ryan & Deci 1996). Hereby satisfaction of the 
need for autonomy is possible more often, and the individual has thus grown to function more 
optimally. The process of internalization and integration can be successful to a greater or 
lesser extent, which in turn leads to various types of regulatory processes that will be 
discussed in the section ‘Autonomous versus controlled regulation’ (Deci & Ryan, 2000; 
Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). 
When people experience intra- and interpersonal integrity the forces in their lives are 
in harmony with one another and well-being follows. If not, internal conflict arises which 
results in the experience of inner tension and pressure, and thus greater ill-being (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000). These processes are visualized in figure 6 and are related to the broader theory 
in figure 7. To enhance the readability of the overview in figure 7, the white intermediate 
steps of figure 6 are left out. 
 




Figure 7: How the process involved in the integrative tendency fits within SDT 
 
SDT poses that, when functioning optimally, people’s proactive tendency is aimed at 
increasing their integrity (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). This implies that the activity 
tendency does not encourage humans to engage in random activities, but it incites them to 
behave in ways that fit and enhance coherence within the self and strengthen inclusion within 
social contexts. This is visualized by the arrow from ‘Promotion of the activity tendency’ to 
‘Promotion of the integrative tendency’. Moreover, this relation suggests that there are always 
two processes involved when engaging in an activity: it influences intra- and interpersonal 
integrity and simultaneously leads to greater effectiveness with regard to this activity in the 
future. In this way the self grows towards more optimal functioning and greater 
(psychological) well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan and Deci, 2000b). 
 
Basic psychological needs 
Needs refer to ‘what is essential or necessary for well-being and healthy functioning […] 
their satisfaction is required for healthy human functioning across individuals and cultures’ 
(Chen et al., 2015, p. 216-217). SDT poses that human beings have three basic psychological 
needs: the need to experience (1) competence, (2) relatedness and (3) autonomy (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). Fulfillment of all these needs is considered to be 







1. The need for competence 
The need for competence is described as the support for the human tendency towards 
effectiveness or growth (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The experience of competence involves 
understanding how to attain valued outcomes in interaction with the environment and 
feeling able to effectively perform the requisite actions (Deci & Ryan, 2000; 
Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). I have placed this need in a broader context to increase 
the understanding of what a sense of competence comprises and requires. This context 
is not distilled directly from SDT literature but is based on logical thinking and this 
represents my interpretation of the need for competence. An understanding of how to 
attain valued outcomes presupposes a perception of the actual reality – preferably an 
accurate one – and it also asks for a notion of the desired reality. For example, to 
finish your thesis (desired reality), you must understand where you are in the process 
and what opportunities and obstacles your situation provides (actual reality; e.g. 
presence or absence of literature, respondents and a supervisor). Based on the 
knowledge the individual has (e.g. how to do research and how to write a thesis), he 
can figure out what actions are needed to change the actual reality into the valued 
desired reality (e.g. approaching respondents, analyzing literature or interviews, 
articulating ideas). When one feels capable of performing the necessary action – based 
on one’s perceived competencies – one experiences a sense a competence with regard 
to the required behavior.  
The structure of the need for competence is visualized in figure 8. There are 
dotted lines between the actual and perceived reality and competencies, because one’s 
competencies are understood as an aspect of reality. One should keep in mind that 
one’s perceptions of the actual reality and one’s actual competencies are always an 
interpretation, and thus imperfect. 
 
 
Figure 8: The process underlying the need for competence 
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 2. The need for autonomy  
‘Autonomy refers to the need to experience behavior as self-endorsed and volitional.’ 
(DeHaan & Ryan, 2014, p. 40). It is the experience of being regulated by the self and 
is therefore equated with self-determination (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). In that sense it is 
contrasted with heteronomy, which refers to being regulated by external controls and 
pressures (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). 
 Self-endorsement and volition only occur under two conditions. First, the 
(potential) behavior should be experienced as congruent with one’s intrapersonal 
integrity (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). This means that the behavior is motivated 
either by the experience of this behavior as inherently satisfying or by the reflective 
endorsement of the value of the activity (Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2008). In both cases this 
behavior cannot conflict with other integrated psychic elements to be fully endorsed 
and thus autonomous. In this way inner coherence is strengthened rather than 
disturbed (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Therefore, the need for autonomy can be understood 
as a support of the human tendency towards coherence, or intrapersonal integrity. The 
second condition to experience autonomy is that one should feel like the agent of the 
behavior. Many experiments have shown that the experience of volition decreases 
when external pressures and controls are applied, such as rewards and deadlines (Deci 
& Ryan, 2000). This has been explained by a shift of the locus of causality from 
internal to external (Deci, 1975). When one feels pressured, this can undermine the 
experience of being the origin of the behavior – of feeling like the agent of the 
behavior or feeling self-regulating – and this decreases one’s sense of volition. 
Although external pressures and controls can undermine one’s sense of agency this is 
not necessarily the case (Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2008). The key issue is whether the 
person feels motivated to engage in the behavior primarily because it is experienced as 
satisfying or valuable, or because one feels pressured.  
When a person autonomously regulates oneself, one experiences freedom and 
coherence within the self (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). The structure of this need is 





Figure 9: The process underlying the need for autonomy 
 
Since autonomy is one of the most important concepts within SDT, it is important to 
keep in mind that the meaning that SDT assigns to autonomy – based on empirical 
findings and on traditions in phenomenological and analytic philosophy (Ryan, 1995) 
– differs from other common usages of the word. Some, for example, equate autonomy 
with independence or detachment from others, or they associate it with individualism, 
selfishness, free will, power or getting what you want. However, these interpretations 
often collide with the way SDT conceptualizes autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). To 
fully comprehend SDT it is important not to confuse the meaning that SDT assigns to 
the concept of autonomy with other uses of the word.  
 
3. The need for relatedness 
The need for relatedness is described as ‘the desire to feel connected to others—to love 
and care, and to be loved and cared for’ (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 231; Vansteenkiste & 
Ryan, 2013). ‘[R]elatedness involves developing secure and satisfying connections 
with others in one's social milieu’ (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier & Ryan, 1991, p. 327). 
The need for relatedness can be understood as a support for the human tendency 
towards achieving connection with others, or interpersonal integrity. The structure of 





Figure 10: The process underlying the need for relatedness 
 
The need for relatedness is different from the other needs in the sense that competence 
and autonomy are always tied to behaviors. One feels autonomous or competent with 
regard to (potential) activities. Mutual love and care (relatedness), however, can exist 
apart from activity, although certain behaviors can be experienced as strengthening or 
thwarting of this love and care. 
 
The questions that are posited in the Basic Need Satisfaction Scale  (BNSS; Deci & 
Ryan, 2000; Gagné, 2003) may further clarify the meaning of these needs. They can be 
found in Appendix A. 
 
Support versus obstruction of need satisfaction 
As written before SDT assumes a dialectic between individuals and their environment. This 
means both play a role in the satisfaction of the three basic psychological needs. This section 
outlines how the environment and individual functioning can either contribute to or forestall 
the satisfaction of these needs. 
 
Environmental support 
Environments are need supportive or thwarting to the extent that they foster or forestall an 
individual’s need for competence, autonomy and relatedness (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). 
When others that are part of this environment, actively strengthen this support, needs are more 
likely to be satisfied. However, others can also be obstructive to the fulfillment of needs 
(Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). It is especially harmful to the individual when their primary 
care givers – such as one’s parents or educators – thwart satisfaction of these needs (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000). The outcomes of need satisfaction and frustration are specified in the sections 
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‘When needs are satisfied’ and ‘When needs are frustrated’. In this section the ways in which 
needs can be supported and obstructed by the environment will be outlined. 
 
 Supporting versus thwarting satisfaction of the need for competence 
SDT literature generally refers to three ways in which the need for competence can be 
fostered by the environment. First, the need for competence is supported when an 
individual is provided with challenge that optimally suits his competencies. Deci and 
Ryan (2000) relate this to flow theory, that states that engagement in activities that are 
too difficult relative to one’s skill leads to disengagement and anxiety. And when it is 
too easy this leads to alienation and boredom. Secondly, the individual should be 
provided with tools and knowledge that aid successful engagement in the activity 
(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). And thirdly, positive feedback enhances one’s sense of 
competence, whereas negative feedback diminishes it (Deci & Ryan, 2000). However, 
the perceived competence is only enhanced after feedback when one feels responsible 
for the competent performance (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier & Ryan, 1991). I would like 
to add that constructive feedback which supports improvement of one’s competencies 
is likely to enhance one’s sense of competence in the long run, also when it is not 
necessarily positive. 
Figure 8, which depicts the need for competence, also suggests that the need 
for competence can be supported in three other ways. First, by helping the individual 
to gain accurate perceptions of the actual reality, including awareness of one’s 
competencies. Secondly, by supporting the individual in becoming aware of his 
desired reality, and finally by aiding improvement of the individual’s actual 
competencies in case these are not strong enough for successful engagement in the 
activity.  
The satisfaction of the need for competence is likely to be obstructed in 
environments that are opposite to this, namely unsupportive, overchallenging and 
critical (social) environments (Ryan & Deci, 2000b; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). 
 
Supporting versus thwarting satisfaction of the need for autonomy 
As mentioned before, the need for autonomy refers to the experience of self-
endorsement and volition with regard to behavior, as a result of perceiving that 
behavior as congruent with one’s sense of self and feeling like the agent of that 
behavior. SDT describes various ways in which autonomy can be supported. They are 
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summarized in the following list (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; 
Mageau et al., 2015; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013): 
- Offering a meaningful choice (within certain limits) 
- Explaining reasons behind limits, demands and rules 
- Being aware of, recognizing and accepting one’s feelings 
Although SDT literature does not explicitly describe how these supports are related to 
the need for autonomy, they can be better understood when looking at figure 9, in 
which the need for autonomy is visualized. Offering a meaningful choice allows the 
individual to make a decision that is congruent with his intrapersonal integrity, and it 
minimizes external pressures and controls. Moreover, explaining reasons behind 
limits, demands and rules clarifies their value. This facilitates integration by which 
they become part of one’s intrapersonal integrity. The relation of autonomy and being 
aware of, recognizing and accepting one’s feelings is not so obvious and I have found 
no literature in which this relation is elucidated. However, since feelings can be 
understood as psychic elements I can imagine that having one’s feelings recognized 
and accepted by someone else, allows the individual to become more aware of them. 
Awareness is an important aspect of individual functioning and will be further 
discussed later in this paper. 
 The list with autonomy supports (mentioned above), that is distilled from SDT 
literature, can be supplemented by using the structure of autonomy visualized in figure 
9. First, the social environment can support the individual to become more aware of 
his psychic elements and intrapersonal integrity. Secondly, it can aid with finding out 
what (alternative) behaviors are congruent with one’s intrapersonal integrity. And 
finally, it may help the individual to become more competent at maintaining a sense of 
agency at the face of external pressures and controls. 
 In contrast, a sense of autonomy is thwarted when certain regulations are 
prescribed and demanded (Baard, Deci & Ryan, 2004). This means that the agenda of 
others is imposed on the individual, by externally dictating outcomes and exerting 
power in order to force him into engaging in the requested behaviors. This is thwarting 
of the need for autonomy, because it reduces the space the individual has for 
volitionally making choices that are congruent with one’s sense of self. These 
controlling social environments apply force. For example, by threat of punishment, 
controlling use of rewards or induction of shame or guilt (Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; 
Mageau et al., 2015). A special form of controlling behavior is conditional regard. 
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This means affection and attention are provided only when expectations are met and 
withdrawn when they are not (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). In this case the individual 
must choose between satisfaction of the need for autonomy and relatedness (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000).  
  
 Supporting versus thwarting satisfaction of the need for relatedness 
The need for relatedness is satisfied when the individual feels connected to others; 
when one experiences mutual love and care with regard to others (Deci & Ryan, 
2000). Although not explicated in SDT literature, it seems obvious that the need for 
relatedness is supported by the social environment when others love and care for the 
individual. How this love and care can be fostered is not described. 
 When looking at figure 10, in which the need for relatedness is visualized, two 
ways to foster satisfaction of this need become apparent. First, the social environment 
could support improvement of one’s social competencies. These competencies are 
necessary for the development of secure and satisfying ties with others. E.g. children 
could learn in schools how to resolve conflict. Secondly, when an individual has 
insufficient satisfying contacts, the social environment could encourage him to meet 
new people that he could potentially interact and connect with.  
 SDT literature also describes various ways in which the need for relatedness 
can be thwarted. These include rejection, neglect, alienation and abuse by others (Ryan 
and Deci, 2000b; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). 
 
The various ways in which the environment can support an individual’s need for competence, 
autonomy and relatedness are summarized in table 1. The supports printed italic are derived 
from the structure of the needs. I have found no literature within the field of SDT that 
confirms these supports, but it seems likely that some of them have already been confirmed 
by empirical studies (outside of this field). It goes beyond the scope of this thesis to examine 





Table 1: Possibilities for environmental support 
 
Optimal individual functioning 
In light of SDT, optimal functioning means in short that one functions in ways that contribute 
to the satisfaction of the basic psychological needs (Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2008). SDT outlines 
three aspects of optimal functioning or eudemonic living, which will be discussed in this 
section: (1) pursuing intrinsically valued goals, (2) regulating oneself autonomously and (3) 
mindfulness (Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2008). These ways of functioning have various positive 
outcomes, which are mediated through the satisfaction of the basic psychological needs 
(Niemiec et al., 2006).  
 
1. Intrinsic versus extrinsic aspirations 
SDT holds that the pursuit and attainment of some goals or aspirations yields greater 
fulfillment of the basic needs than others and are thus associated with more positive 
outcomes (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Kasser & Ryan, 2001). Intrinsic aspirations are closely 
related to the satisfaction of needs, whereas extrinsic aspirations are not. The latter are 
means to another end, such as attainment of external signs of worth or approval 
(Kasser & Ryan, 1996). Therefore, the pursuit of extrinsic aspirations is less likely to 
result in need satisfaction or can even be antagonistic to it when it distracts attention 
from actual need satisfaction (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Kasser & Ryan, 2001). 
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Kasser and Ryan (1996) examined various life goals and found that personal 
growth, affiliation and intimacy, contributing to one’s community and physical health 
could be labeled intrinsic aspirations. On the other hand, wealth and material 
possessions, social recognition and fame, and image or attractiveness, were labeled 
extrinsic aspirations. Furthermore, results showed that placement of greater value on 
intrinsic, relative to extrinsic aspiration was associated with several indicators of well-
being, including positive affect, vitality, self-actualization. And it was negatively 
related to indicators of ill-being, including negative affect, physical symptoms, 
depression and anxiety. In another study Kasser and Ryan (2001) found that the 
attainment of intrinsic goals was also associated with indicators of well-being, while 
the attainment of extrinsic goals was not. This is an important finding since many 
social-cognitive theorists, including Diener (e.g. Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 2009), have 
assumed that the attainment of goals is beneficial for people’s well-being regardless of 
the content of these goals (Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2008). In their study however, Kasser 
and Ryan (2001) have shown that the content of these goals does matter.  
In conclusion, SDT argues that a focus on the pursuit and attainment of 
intrinsic goals rather that extrinsic goals is an aspect of positive functioning or 
eudemonic living (Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2008). This kind of functioning leads to 
various indicators of well-being through the satisfaction of the basic psychological 
needs. However, SDT suggests that the content or ‘what’ of goals is not the only factor 
that influences the relation between goal attainment and indicators of well-being. The 
‘why’ behind the behavior is also considered important; what motivates the individual 
to engage in certain behaviors? The importance of this ‘why’ of goal pursuits will be 
discussed next. 
 
2. Autonomous versus controlled regulation 
SDT distinguishes between different types of motivation and various related 
regulatory processes that influence human behavior (Deci & Ryan, 2000). These 
regulatory processes represent the ‘why’ of goal pursuits and can be placed on a 
continuum from autonomous or self-determined to controlled or non-self-determined. 
In this section these regulations will be elucidated, starting at the most controlled form 
of regulation and ending at the most autonomous form. At the end of this section these 




Amotivation means one does not have the intention to behave because one feels 
incompetent to regulate oneself (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The type of regulation involved 
in amotivation is non-regulation: 
- Non-regulation refers to a lack of regulation as a result of feeling ineffective or out 
of control with regard to achieving the desired outcome (Deci & Ryan, 2000). For 
example, you do not work on your thesis because you feel unable to acquire 
meaningful results. 
In my opinion, this type of regulation has more to do with the need for competence 
than with the need for autonomy, and I would therefore exclude it from this continuum 
that refers to autonomous versus controlled regulation. 
 
Extrinsic motivation implies that one is motivated for an activity because it is 
instrumental for a consequence that is separable from the activity itself (Deci, 
Vallerand, Pelletier & Ryan, 1991). One does not gain satisfaction from engaging in 
the activity itself, but it serves another valued purpose. This purpose and its value can 
be integrated into the self to a greater or lesser extent, which results in various types of 
extrinsic regulation: 
- External regulation refers to regulation of behavior that is controlled by external 
contingencies (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Internalization of the value of the activity has 
not occurred, but behavior is engaged in to attain a consequence administered by 
others, like getting an external reward or avoiding punishment (Deci & Ryan, 
2000; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). For example, you do not enjoy working on 
your thesis, but you do so because you want a good grade. 
- Introjected regulation refers to behavior that is partially internalized; ‘regulations 
are in the person but have not really become part of the integrated set of 
motivations, cognitions, and affects that constitute the self’ (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 
236). One engages in behavior to attain approval or avoid disapproval of oneself or 
others (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). One is being controlled by one’s own ego 
involvements and  is motivated to act to gain feelings like pride or avoids feelings 
like guilt and shame (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). For 
example, you do not enjoy working on your thesis, but you do so because 
otherwise you feel like a failure. 
- Identified regulation arises from identifying with the value of the behavior. The 
individual recognizes this value and accepts it as his own (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
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For example, you do not enjoy working on your thesis, but you do so because you 
believe it will help you to develop a greater sense of well-being in your life, which 
is something you value.  
- Integrated regulations are fully integrated within the individual. The value of the 
behavior is not only identified, but these identifications are also fully synthesized 
and coherent with other aspects of one’s self, like one’s identity and other values 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). In the last example it could be 
the case that working on your thesis conflicts with the perception of yourself as a 
party animal, since you cannot go clubbing five times a week anymore. Integrated 
regulation would require solution of this inner conflict, for instance by shifting 
your identity or by finding a way to uphold this identity while also working on 
your thesis. 
 
Intrinsic motivation means one engages in the behavior for its own sake; one finds the 
performance of the activity inherently interesting and pleasurable (Deci, Vallerand, 
Pelletier & Ryan, 1991; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). These activities are usually 
characterized by novelty optimal challenge (Deci & Ryan, 2000). There is one type of 
regulatory process associated with intrinsic motivation: 
- Intrinsic regulation refers to engagement in behavior because one finds it 
interesting and pleasurable (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier & Ryan, 1991). For 
example, you work on your thesis because you enjoy it since you are interested in 
the topic. 
Within SDT intrinsic motivation is seen as a manifestation of the activity and growth 


























































The different types of motivation and regulation are visualized in the figure 11. 
Amotivation, external regulation and introjected regulation are referred to as 
controlled regulation, whereas internalized regulation, integrated regulation and 
intrinsic regulation are referred to as autonomous regulation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). As 
could be understood from this section, more autonomous regulations are further 
integrated and thus more congruent with one’s sense of self; they are experienced as 
more inherently pleasurable or valuable (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). The locus of 
causality is also more internal; the experience of agency is greater. More autonomous 
regulations are thus more satisfying of one’s need for autonomy, whereas it is 
frustrated by controlled regulation. The relative autonomy (or ‘why’) of the regulation 
of behavior is related to well-being outcomes as described later in this paper. In 
addition, more autonomous regulation styles are associated with more effective 
performance and greater behavioral persistence (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Thus the ‘what’ 
and ‘why’ of goal pursuits both influence well-being outcomes.  
In conclusion, autonomous regulation is seen as an aspect of optimal 
functioning within the field of SDT. It satisfies the need for autonomy and is 
positively related to various positive outcomes, including indicators of well-being. 
 
3. Mindfulness or awareness 
‘Mindfulness is defined as awareness of what is occurring in the present moment, and 
is characterized by an open and receptive processing of events, both internal and 
external.’ (Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2000, p. 158). Defined as such, mindfulness has shown 
to enhance autonomous regulation and its associated benefits (Brown, Ryan & 
Creswell, 2007). This can be understood by the idea that being mindful leads to a more 
accurate perception of one’s external world and also one’s internal world (or 
integrated sense of self), like one’s emotions, motives, values, goals, needs, identities, 
and beliefs (Weinstein, Przybylski, & Ryan, 2013). Being aware of what is actually 
occurring, enables making meaningful decisions that are congruent with the self and 
therefore supports autonomous regulation (Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2008; Vansteenkiste & 
Ryan, 2013). Imagine for example, that you are in doubt which one of two topics you 
will write your thesis about. When you bring your attention to your motivations to 
choose, you might become aware of the fact that you feel a bit pressured by one of the 
professors to write it on a topic he is interested in. You could also notice that you are 
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genuinely interested in the other topic, and that it gives you joy to find out more about 
it. With this awareness you are more likely to choose the topic that is coherent with 
your interests, needs and values. 
 Thus the last aspect of positive functioning that is explicated by SDT literature 
is mindfulness. It can be understood as a necessary condition for autonomous 
regulation, and thus enhances positive outcomes through the support of the need for 
autonomy. 
 
Although SDT literature does not refer to other aspects of optimal functioning, it 
seems likely that satisfaction of needs is also supported by other qualities and 
competencies. For example, by knowledge and competencies to attain specific 
outcomes, but also by creativity, courage and social competencies in general.  
 
When needs are satisfied 
Satisfaction of the three basic psychological needs is considered the nutriment of the activity 
and integrative tendency (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). Therefore it 
fosters growth and integrity, as became clear when discussing the organismic dialectical 
metatheory. In addition, need satisfaction is associated with various indicators of well-being, 
which are discussed in this section. 
 
 
One of the indicators of well-being is the presence of positive affect and the absence of 
negative affect, also referred to as hedonic well-being (DeHaan & Ryan, 2014). Positive 
affect (e.g. pleasure and inner peace) follows when needs are satisfied and negative affect 
(e.g. anger and anxiety) when they are thwarted (Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2008). General hedonic 
well-being follows from the experience of need satisfaction in general, but also daily 
fluctuations in hedonic well-being result from momentary experience of need satisfaction 
(Howell, Chenot, Hill & Howell, 2011; Sheldon, Ryan & Reis, 1996). Affect can thus be 
understood as informational feedback of whether one is doing well with regard to the 
satisfaction of needs (DeHaan & Ryan, 2014). Although hedonic well-being (presence of 
positive affect and absence of negative affect) is an important indicator of optimal functioning 
it is not an infallible one, since it can be triggered by other antecedents than need satisfaction 
as well (DeHaan & Ryan, 2014). These alternative routes to hedonic well-being may collide 
with SDT’s conception of positive functioning. Positive affect might be experienced, for 
36 
 
example, through exploitation of others, selfishness, drugs and consumerism (Ryan, Huta & 
Deci, 2008). Although these routes can lead to the experience of short term positive affect, 
they are likely to be detrimental to the self, others and the environment in the long run. In 
conclusion, hedonic well-being is indicative of optimal functioning and satisfaction of needs, 
but it can also be enhanced in the short run, by regulations that are detrimental to the 
individual or its environment in the long run. Therefore focusing primarily on positive 
functioning is more likely to produce stable and enduring (hedonic) well-being than an 
exclusive focus on short term affect optimization (Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2008). 
 Other indicators of well-being include satisfaction with life, which – like affect 
balance – is part of Diener’s model of Subjective Well-Being (Chen et al., 2015; 
Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). Other consequences that are often viewed of indicators of 
eudemonic well-being are positive relationships, meaning, self-esteem and self-actualization 
(Kasser and Ryan, 1996; Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2008; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). These 
outcomes are closely related to four of the six dimensions of Ryff’s model of Psychological 
Well-Being; namely positive relationships, purpose in life, self-acceptance and personal 
growth. Subjective vitality is also used often as an indicator of eudemonic well-being in 
relation to SDT (Kasser and Ryan, 1996; Martela & Ryan, 2016; Sheldon, Ryan & Reis, 
1996). Subjective vitality is defined as ‘a sense of psychological and physical energy that is 
available to the self for life pursuits’ (Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2008, p. 161). Yet another outcome 
is physical health, and since health can be understood to support optimal functioning this 
relation is likely to be reciprocal (Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2008). Still other indicators of well-
being include greater creativity, smoother identity development, more engagement in work 
and education, enhanced brain functioning, less emotional exhaustion and less depression 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000b; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). The satisfaction of needs thus leads to 
many indicators of well-being. 
 
When needs are frustrated 
Until now the processes involved in SDT have been described in ideal cases. However, when 
environments are thwarting of one’s needs or when one is malfunctioning, needs are more 
likely to be unsatisfied or even thwarted. When the basic psychological needs are unsatisfied, 
people first try to find new routes to need satisfaction (Deci & Ryan, 2000). When they are 
unsuccessful at this, they do not experience the positive outcomes of need satisfaction and two 
consequences are likely to follow. Firstly, they pay immediate costs leading to greater ill-
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being, including  inner conflict, negative affect, depression, somatization and alienation (Deci 
& Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). Secondly, when needs are persistently blocked 
people are likely to engage in compensatory behaviors and develop need substitutes to 
accommodate the experience of need frustration (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). Although 
these maladaptations are protective responses that might be the best accommodation at that 
moment – offering some protection from threat and the most possible satisfaction of needs in 
the nonsupportive situation – they are associated with less than optimal well-being and 
performance. These accommodations can continue to thwart need satisfaction, even in 
situations in which need satisfaction is possible (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  
Figure 11 gives an overview of SDT in case needs are thwarted. Like figure 3 – which 
shows the ideal processes – this figure shows the most likely relations between concepts. In 
reality however, these relations are not absolute (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). For example, 
one might still gain a degree of need satisfaction when one is malfunctioning and/or lives in a 
need thwarting environment. 
 
Figure 111: Processes underlying ill-being 
 
Understanding of well-being and its underlying processes 
according to the SDT 
Within Self-Determination Theory, well-being is understood as optimal functioning. SDT can 
thus be characterized as an eudemonic approach to well-being. It presents a broad theory from 
which this optimal functioning is understood. According to SDT, humans ideally develop 
towards intra- and interpersonal integrity. When integrity is achieved, inner conflict is absent 
and one thus experiences inner harmony. Integrity can be understood as an ideal end-state, an 
ideal state of being. Optimal functioning then involves those functionings that optimally move 
the individual towards integrity. 
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 Now let us consider the processes that are involved in well-being according SDT, to 
get a more concrete idea of what this optimal functioning comprises. SDT holds that humans 
have two tendencies that move them towards integrity: the integrative tendency and the 
activity tendency. The integrative tendency impels the individual to integrate one’s psychic 
elements into a coherent whole. This also includes integration of (socially requested) 
regulations, resulting in greater intra- as well as interpersonal integrity. The activity tendency 
incites the individual to engage in activities that are congruent with one’s intrapersonal 
integrity, including the integration of psychic elements. This results in greater competence 
with regard to those activities (growth), and greater integrity. However, although these 
tendencies are believed to be innate characteristics of human beings, SDT hold that their 
activation requires satisfaction of people’s basic psychological needs for competence, 
autonomy and relatedness. The satisfaction of these needs depends on a combination of the 
optimality of one’s functioning and the opportunities that are provided by one’s environment. 
Optimal functioning can thus be understood in terms of the extent to which this functioning 
satisfies one’s needs. Since need satisfaction fosters the activity and integrative tendency, and 
these tendencies cultivate more optimal functioning and integrity, optimal functioning is part 
of a self-affirmative process. 
 As was described, optimal functioning can be understood as functioning in ways that 
optimally support need satisfaction. In other words, optimal functioning involves volitionally 
choosing to engage in activities that are perceived as interesting, pleasurable and/or valuable 
(autonomy satisfaction), feeling capable of successfully engaging in those activities 
(competence satisfaction) and experiencing love and care from and for others (relatedness 
satisfaction). SDT has identified three aspects of optimal functioning that are considered to 
result in the satisfaction of these needs: pursuing intrinsically valued goals, regulating oneself 
autonomously and mindfulness or awareness. 
 In addition to well-being as optimal functioning, SDT considers various indicators of 
well-being. These indicators of well-being are an outcome of need satisfaction and integrity 
and include positive affect, life satisfaction and vitality. Since these indicators of well-being 
result from need satisfaction and integrity, they are also indicators of optimal functioning. 
 
Evaluation of SDT 
Self-determination theory provides a framework that helps to understand how individuals can 
improve their well-being and how the environment can support doing this. It has been applied 
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to different fields and has proved to be helpful in optimizing individual functioning and 
enhancing indicators of well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). Like 
every theory however, it has some weaknesses and points of friction, the most important of 
which will be discussed in this section.  
 
Limitations of the empirical basis 
SDT is based in empirical research. The advantage of this, is that this theory is embedded in 
our empirical reality, but its disadvantage is that the research results only present correlations 
between concepts. The rationale behind the operationalization of these concepts, however, is 
not problematized and the underlying processes that influence these associations are not 
clarified. The different facets of the concepts and their underlying processes thus remain 
unclear to a significant extent. Take competence for example, which has been associated with 
indicators of well-being like positive affect. The theory does not give insight in how being 
competent at something leads to positive affect. Greater insight in underlying processes would 
allow more precise predictions to be made.  
Another effect of this empirical basis – as opposed to a framework that has been build 
up theoretically – is that it is sometimes unclear how the different concepts relate to each 
other. SDT argues for example, that satisfaction of the basic psychological needs is essential 
for growth, integrity and well-being. This seems to imply that those outcomes are of the same 
order. But in my interpretation and visualization of SDT literature integrity can be seen either 
as an antecedent or as an aspect of well-being, since integrity implies inner harmony and thus 
absence of conflict and its associated negative affects. To fully understand how well-being is 
influenced, the relations between these kinds of concepts need to be clear.  
 
Theoretical friction with regard to the need for autonomy and competence 
The above-named limitations of the empirical basis of the SDT has resulted in confusing 
conceptualizations with regard to the needs for autonomy and competence. 
 Firstly, it seems unsuitable to think of autonomy as a need. Deci and Ryan (2000) 
write that humans have a need for autonomy, competence and relatedness, just like plants 
need water and sunshine to grow. This suggests that needs have to be fulfilled by receiving 
something in order to flourish. However, when considering what satisfaction of the need for 
autonomy means, characterizing it as a need seems unfit. The need for autonomy is said to be 
satisfied when one experiences one’s behavior as volitional and self-endorsed; when one 
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freely engages in behavior because it is perceived as interesting, pleasurable and valuable. In 
other words, satisfaction of the need for autonomy actually means that one autonomously 
regulates oneself; that one regulates the self, based on what one really wants because it seems 
interesting, pleasurable or valuable. Autonomy is thus not something that can be fulfilled by 
receiving, but it is something we must do; something we must actively pursue.  Since 
autonomy refers to a way of doing or regulation rather than something that has to be fulfilled 
by receiving it is confusing to call it a need. 
 Secondly, the place of the ‘need for autonomy’ within SDT also causes confusion with 
regard to the relation between need satisfaction and the promotion of the activity tendency. 
SDT argues that satisfaction of the need for autonomy, competence and relatedness results in 
promotion of the activity tendency. And intrinsic motivation is understood as a manifestation 
of this activity tendency, but at the same time it is considered to be the most autonomous type 
of regulation. In other words, SDT implies that to spontaneously engage in behavior for the 
sake of interest and pleasure (intrinsic motivation as a manifestation of the activity tendency) 
one should engage in behavior out of interest and pleasure (intrinsic motivation as a type of 
regulation that implies satisfaction of the need for autonomy). This way of circular reasoning 
results in theoretical friction within SDT. 
 Thirdly, the characterization of competence as a need also seems inappropriate. The 
need for competence is considered to be satisfied when one feels able to attain valued 
outcomes. This implies that competence is valuable because it is instrumental for achieving 
something else (valued outcomes). In my view, competence can therefore better be 







This section is focusses on the third sub-question of this research: What processes contribute 
to well-being according to the model of Psychological Well-Being developed by Carol Ryff? 
First of all, the model of Psychological Well-Being (PWB) will be introduced. Subsequently, 
the different dimensions of PWB will be described in more detail and its underlying processes 
will be visualized. After that, the meaning of well-being according to PWB will be 
considered, answering the sub-question of this chapter. Finally, the model of PWB will be 
evaluated, in order to determine its strengths and weaknesses. 
 
Introduction of Psychological Well-Being 
Carol Ryff developed the model of Psychological Well-Being as an alternative approach to 
study successful aging. She argued that previous ideas about successful aging and well-being 
were limited and that new conceptions were needed about what it means to function positively 
in the second half of life (Ryff, 1989a). Therefore she developed ‘new criteria for successful 
aging and new directions for expanding our vistas of what lies ahead at the end of the 
journey’ (Ryff, 1989a, p. 36). These criteria are the result of the integration of various life-
span developmental theories, clinical theories on personal growth and mental health literature 
(Ryff, 1989a). Ryff (1982, 1985) found that these theories spoke of similar well-being 
features and she integrated the major points of convergence into the six dimensions of 
Psychological Well-Being (PWB). These dimensions are self-acceptance, positive relations 
with others, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life and personal growth. They 
represent ‘different aspects of positive functioning’ (Ryff, 1989b, p. 1072), ‘ideal end-states of 
the fully functioning person’ or ‘goals for complete development’ (Ryff, 1989a, p. 44). Ryff 
(1989b) argued that these dimensions are not only useful for studying successful aging, but 
that they also define essential features of well-being in general. These components of well-
being were neglected in the study of well-being at that time, which focused largely on reports 
of positive affect and life satisfaction (Ryff, 2013; Ryff, & Keyes, 1995). With its focus on 
positive functioning PWB is generally characterized as an eudemonic approach to well-being, 
which does justice to the ‘meaning-making, self-realizing, striving aspects of human beings’ 
(Ryff, 2013, p. 12). According to the model of PWB well-being is considered to be optimal, 
when one has successfully achieved the ways of functioning, end-states or goals that are 
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described in the dimensions of well-being. In the following sections these dimensions will 
consecutively be defined, discussed and visualized. 
 
Self-acceptance 
Self-acceptance according to the definition of theory-guided dimensions of well-being by 
Ryff (2013): 
- High scorer: 
1. Possesses a positive attitude toward the self 
2. Acknowledges and accepts multiple aspects of self, including good and bad 
qualities 
3. Feels positive about past life  
- Low scorer: 
4. Feels dissatisfied with self 
5. Is disappointed with what has occurred in past life 
6. Is troubled about certain personal qualities 
7. Wishes to be different than what he or she is 
 
Ryff and Singer (2008) note that self-acceptance entails more than the common view of self-
esteem. Self-esteem usually refers to ‘the positivity of the person's global evaluation of the 
self’ (Heine, Lehman, Markus & Kitayama, 1999, p. 767). Self-acceptance, however, involves 
‘a kind of self-evaluation that is long-term and involves awareness, and acceptance of, both 
personal strengths and weaknesses’ (Ryff & Singer, 2008, p. 21). Discussing the similarities 
and differences between self-esteem and self-acceptance may clarify the meaning of self-
acceptance. 
Self-esteem and self-acceptance both refer to an evaluation of the self. The process by 
which we evaluate is described and visualized in the chapter about Subjective Well-Being. 
But while one’s life (domain) was the topic of judgment in that chapter, the self is the topic of 
judgment, when evaluations are made with regard to self-esteem and self-acceptance. As we 
have seen the outcome of this process depends on the information we select (resulting in our 
perception of the self, or self-concept) and on the personal knowledge we use to evaluate this 
information (e.g. our beliefs, values and standards). An evaluation becomes more positive as 
the self-concept approximates or even exceeds the evaluation standards that are used. 
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High self-esteem refers to positive evaluations of the self. So when we want to 
optimize self-esteem it is useful to select information about the self (create a self-concept) that 
matches our conception of our ‘ideal self’. An ‘ideal self’ can be understood as ‘a goal (or 
standard or aspiration) of what one would like to become’ (Reeve, 2015, p. 248). However, 
various authors point to the risks of inflating self-esteem in this way, since it can lead to self-
aggrandizement and it is easily falsified by new experiences reflecting the real self (e.g. 
Carson & Langer, 2006; Reeve, 2015).  
Self-acceptance, on the other hand, refers to accepting all aspects of the self in a 
durable way. Basing our perception of the self on selective information is therefore 
nonoptimal; this would exclude aspects of the self and would not be durable, since it can be 
easily falsified. Imagine for example that you base your perception of your tennis qualities 
only on your success experiences. You will probably feel like a rather talented tennis player 
(self-esteem), but every time you make a mistake during tennis this self-perception is 
questioned. In order to enhance full self-acceptance, one should therefore strive towards 
realistic self-perception, including one’s strengths and weaknesses. This realistic self-
perception should in turn be accepted. In my understanding, this is the outcome of using the 
evaluation standard of the ‘ought self’ instead of the ‘ideal self’. The ‘ought self’ is described 
as ‘a goal (or standard or aspiration) specifying what one or others believe you should or 
must have or do or be’ (Reeve, 2015, p. 248).  This conception does not comprise our ideas 
about when we are the best, but about when we are good enough. True self-acceptance 
follows when our perception of the self matches our real self, and when this perception meets 
our conception of the ought self.  
When we do not accept parts of ourselves we can either change these aspects (e.g. 
become more competent or more honest) – and thus the perception of the self – or we can 
change our conception of the ought self; let go some of the standards we impose on ourselves. 
Some aspects of ourselves are difficult – if not impossible – to change, like our emotional 
reactions, our personality traits and our skin color. In this case changing one’s conception of 
the ought self is the only path to self-acceptance. The aspects of the self that cannot be 
changed need to be integrated in our perception of the ‘ought self’, or otherwise inner conflict 
will endure. This requires finding new ways to give meaning to your experiences and acquired 
knowledge. In fact, I would argue for limiting our conception of the ought self to those 
aspects that we truly value. Or, in terms of Self-Determination Theory, aspects which value 
we have not only internalized, but also integrated. This way we may still strive to become our 
ideal self, but it does not crush our self-acceptance when nonessential goals are not achieved. 
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The process of self-acceptance is visualized in figure 12 and can result in the aspects 
described in point 1, 2, 4, 6 and 7 of Ryff’s (2013) definition of self-acceptance at the 
beginning of this section. When this self-evaluation process results in point 1 and 2 this means 
one accepts oneself. When it results in point 4 this indicates a lack of self-acceptance, which 
in turn might lead to the experiences described in point 6 and 7.  
 
 
Figure 12: The process underlying self-acceptance 
 
An interesting question with regard to self-acceptance is what ‘the self’ comprises. Scholars 
have formulated many different answers to this question. Point 3 and 5 – which refer to the 
acceptance of one’s past life – would be considered part of self-acceptance according to some, 
but one’s past life would not be seen as part of the self by others. Answering this question 
goes beyond the scope of this thesis, but it is important to keep in mind that this ‘self’ is a 
construct which limits are debated. 
 
Positive relations with others 
Positive relations with others according to the definition of theory-guided dimensions of well-
being by Ryff (2013): 
- High scorer:  
1. Has warm, satisfying, trusting relationships with others 
2. Is concerned about the welfare of others 
3. Capable of strong empathy, affection and intimacy 
4. Understands give and take of human relationships  
- Low scorer: 
5. Has few close, trusting relationships with others 
45 
 
6. Finds it difficult to be warm, open, concerned about others 
7. Is isolated and frustrated in interpersonal relationships 
8. Not willing to make compromises to sustain important ties with others 
 
‘For most positive psychologists, the pursuit of high-quality relationships is a rock-bottom 
fundamental to well-being’ (Reeve, 2015, p. 457). Within Ryff’s model of PWB, positive 
relationship with others not only refers to having these relationships, but also to aspects that 
are necessary to build these relationships. In this section the elements of this dimension will 
be discussed, although Ryff herself does not elaborate on these elements any further. 
Having either sufficient of insufficient warm, satisfying, trusting relationship with 
others (point 1, 5 and 7) refers to the quantity and quality of the interpersonal relationships 
one has developed. It is an achievement or outcome, although it is not discussed in PWB 
literature what the exact qualities of such relationships are. One of these qualities might be 
that one is concerned with the welfare of the other (point 2 and 6). However, concern is 
defined by the Merriam Webster dictionary as ‘marked interest or regard usually arising 
through a personal tie or relationship’. Defined like this, concern for the other appears to be a 
result rather that a quality of the relationship. Furthermore, this valuing of the welfare of the 
other is likely to motivate behaviors that are strengthening of the relationship. One might, for 
example, be willing to accompany a friend to the hospital when needed. 
One’s willingness to make compromises to sustain important ties with others (point 8) 
supposedly depends on the value the individual assigns to the relationship and to one’s 
(adjusted) goal. When the individual assigns more value to the relationship in combination 
with the adjusted goal, than to the unadjusted goal, this results in the willingness to 
compromise. Compromising is in turn likely to lead to behavior that is strengthening (or at 
least not undermining) of the relationship, while the unwillingness to compromise is likely to 
undermine the relationship. Thus, behavior that is strengthening of the relationship can result 
from being concerned for the welfare of the other (valuing the welfare of the other) or from 
valuing the relationship. It can thus result from altruistic as well as more egocentric motives. 
Lastly, one’s abilities for strong empathy, affection, intimacy and one’s understanding 
of the give and take of human relationships (point 3 and 4) can be understood as competencies 
that are necessary to develop warm, satisfying, trusting relationships with others. The 






Figure 13: Process underlying positive relations 
 
Autonomy 
Autonomy according to the definition of theory-guided dimensions of well-being by Ryff 
(2013): 
- High scorer:  
1. Is self-determining and independent 
2. Able to resist social pressures to think and act in certain ways 
3. Regulates behavior from within 
4. Evaluates self by personal standards  
- Low scorer: 
5. Is concerned about the expectations and evaluations of others 
6. Relies on judgments of others to make important decisions 
7. Conforms to social pressures to think and act in certain ways 
 
The meaning of autonomy in the model of Psychological Well-Being and Self-Determination 
Theory is not the same. To get an understanding of what autonomy means in PWB it is 
helpful to discuss their similarities and differences. Deci and Ryan (2008) describe this as 
follows: 
 
‘Ryff and colleagues have used the concept of autonomy as one of the six aspects of 
psychological wellness, defining autonomy as self-determination, independence, and 
the regulation of behavior from within. Although the term ‘‘autonomy’’ as defined in 
self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000) involves self-determination and self-
regulation, assuming those terms are interpreted as meaning a sense of volition and 
consent, autonomy is quite different from the concept of independence. Independence 
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means not relying on others, whereas autonomy as used in self-determination theory 
means acting with the experience of choice. Thus, it is quite possible to be autonomous 
(volitional) while relying on others rather than acting independently of them. 
Accordingly, there is only a partial intersection of the ideas of autonomy expressed in 
the articles by Ryff and Singer and by Ryan, Huta, and Deci.’ (Deci & Ryan, 2008, p. 
7). 
 
SDT and PWB both hold that autonomy refers to a way of self-regulation. However, when 
determining the defining features of self-regulation, they focus on aspects that are quite 
different. Within SDT, self-regulation means that one’s behavior is volitional and self-
endorsed. SDT thus focuses on an experiential aspect of self-regulation with regard to 
behaviors. PWB on the other hand, seems to put self-reliance at the center of autonomous 
self-regulation. Through point 4, 6 and 7 it becomes clear that the key question is whether the 
individual relies on his own judgements or on those of others when evaluating, making 
decisions and regulating one’s behavior. PWB thus focusses on a process-oriented aspect of 
self-regulation with regard to behaviors, as well as to making decisions and evaluations. The 
difference between SDT and PWB in the aspects that are defining for autonomy becomes 
especially visible in point 6, ‘relying on the judgment of others to make important decisions’. 
This is considered non-autonomous in the model of PWB since it is not self-reliant but is not 
necessarily so in SDT since relying on others can be volitional and self-endorsed according to 
Deci and Ryan (2008). 
Within the autonomy dimension of Ryff point 1, 3 and 4 refer to self-reliant 
regulation, whereas point 6 and 7 involve other-reliant regulations. Point 2 – being able to 
resist social pressures – refers to an ability that is necessary to be self-reliant. And finally, 
being concerned about the expectations and evaluations of others (point 5) means that value is 
placed on positive evaluations by others as an outcome of the behavior. The valuation of this 
outcome makes other-reliant regulation more likely, since living up to the expectations of 
others implies conforming to these expectations and positive evaluations are more likely to 
follow when one conforms to the other’s wishes. For example, you do not like smoking but 
still do so because others will think you are cool, which is something that is important to you. 
These kinds of regulations are not based on one’s own judgements about what is positive and 
desirable, but on the judgement of others. The process of autonomy according to PWB is 
visualized in figure 14. I have added a concern with one’s own judgments, interests, pleasures 
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and values (blue box) to emphasize that self-reliance is central to autonomous self-regulation 
according to PWB. 
 
 
Figure 1412: Process underlying autonomy 
 
Environmental mastery 
Environmental mastery according to the definition of theory-guided dimensions of well-being 
by Ryff (2013): 
- High scorer:  
1. Has a sense of mastery and competence in managing the environment 
2. Controls complex array of external activities 
3. Makes effective use of surrounding opportunities 
4. Able to choose or create contexts suitable to personal needs and values  
- Low scorer:  
5. Has difficulty managing everyday affairs 
6. Feels unable to change or improve surrounding context 
7. Is unaware of surrounding opportunities 
8. Lacks sense of control over external world 
 
Ryff and Singer (2008) write that this dimension has parallels with constructs like self-
efficacy. This can be seen through point 1, 2, 5, 6 and 8, which refer to the (sense of) control 
one has over the environment; to the extent to which (one feels) one is able to achieve one’s 
goals. However, Ryff and Singer (2008) go on saying that: ‘the emphasis on finding or 
creating a surrounding context that suits one’s personal needs and capacities is unique to 
environmental mastery’ (Ryff & Singer, 2008, p. 22-23). This statement in combination with 
point 4 – the ability to choose or create contexts suitable to personal needs and values – 
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appears to prescribe a goal toward which the individual is supposed to work by using his 
mastery, namely the creation of an environment that is suitable for one’s needs and values; an 
environment that is congruent with his values and in which the individual is able to satisfy his 
needs. For example, an environment in which the individual can have contact with loved ones 
(need) and in which people care for the environment (value). In light of this goal, point 3 and 
7 can be understood as the individual’s awareness of opportunities for creating such an 
environment.  
Thus, in summary it can be said that environmental mastery means that one is aware of 
opportunities for creating an environment in which one is able to satisfy one’s needs and 
which is congruent with one’s values, and that one is able to exploit these opportunities. This 
process is visualized in figure 15. 
 
 
Figure 135: Process underlying environmental mastery 
 
Purpose in life  
Purpose in life according to the definition of theory-guided dimensions of well-being by Ryff 
(2013): 
- High scorer:  
1. Has goals in life and a sense of directedness 
2. Feels there is meaning to present and past life 
3. Holds beliefs that give life purpose 
4. Has aims and objectives for living  
- Low scorer  
5. Lacks a sense of meaning in life 
6. Has few goals or aims 
7. Lacks sense of direction 
8. Does not see purpose in past life 
9. Has no outlooks or beliefs that give life meaning 
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Ryff does not define what a sense of meaning, purpose or directedness comprises. Therefore I 
have based my understanding of this concept on the aspects (points) of purpose in life listed 
above, on the questions in the Ryff Scales of Psychological Well-Being and on Viktor 
Frankl’s book ‘Man’s search for meaning’, on which this dimension draws heavily (Ryff & 
Singer, 2008). 
 According to Frankl we experience meaning when we find purpose in our lives; when 
we recognize that past or present experiences and actions in our life contribute to something 
that is bigger than ourselves, something we value. During Frankl’s stay in concentration camp 
Auschwitz for example, the idea that he would give lectures in the future based on his current 
experiences gave him purpose. His current experiences became meaningful because he 
discovered a way in which they could contribute to something valuable in the future. In other 
words, we human beings need to feel like we are contributing or will contribute to something 
we value. Frankl’s finding that people who lack purpose become depressed, anxious and 
bored, suggests that a sense of purpose is a need indeed. 
 To experience purpose and meaning we should hold beliefs about what is valuable 
(point 3 and 9), which is thus a condition for the experience of purpose in life. Based on 
Frankl’s description I understand the difference between meaning and purpose as follows. 
Purpose refers to that what we value; a valued goal we work towards or an outcome of our 
experiences and actions. This purpose or value is not always apparent. We have to search for 
it sometimes before we can find how our actions and experiences can contribute to those 
things we value. Purpose is thus the result of a meaning giving or meaning finding process. 
When this purpose is located in the future this gives us a sense of directedness; it gives us 
something valuable we can work towards (point 1, 4, 6 and 7). To my understanding meaning 
results from contributing to your purpose, or the expectancy to do so in the future. This 
meaning can be related to one’s past, present or future or to one’s life in general (point 2, 5 
and 8). We experience our past life as meaningful when we feel like we have contributed to 
our purposes or values in the past, and in the same sense we may feel our future life will be 
meaningful when we have found a purpose to work towards and when we feel competent to 
contribute to this purpose. Presumably, the greater we perceive our contribution to those 
things we value, the more meaning we experience. 
However, according to Frankl it is not enough to experience meaning in one’s past 
life. We need to feel like our future life will be meaningful as well; to stay motivated for life 
we need a purpose in the future. I have visualized this dimension in figure 16. This figure 
might suggest that meaning is only experienced after one has achieved concrete results that 
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contribute to one’s purpose. However, I understand every step that is necessary to contribute 
to what is valued as a contribution to what is values. This way present experiences and actions 
(like Frankl’s concentration camp experiences) can become meaningful even before concrete 
results are achieved. 
 
 
Figure 146: Process underlying purpose in life 
 
Personal growth 
Personal growth according to the definition of theory-guided dimensions of well-being by 
Ryff (2013): 
- High scorer:  
1. Has a feeling of continued development 
2. Sees self as growing and expanding 
3. Is open to new experiences 
4. Has sense of realizing his or her potential 
5. Sees improvement in self and behavior over time 
6. Is changing in ways that reflect more self-knowledge and effectiveness  
- Low scorer: 
7. Has a sense of personal stagnation 
8. Lacks sense of improvement or expansion over time 
9. Feels bored and uninterested with life 
10. Feels unable to develop new attitudes or behaviors 
 
According to Ryff (1989a) optimal development does not only mean that the dimensions 
which were discussed in this chapter are achieved, but also that the individual grows and 
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develops his potential. ‘The ability to adapt to an ever changing world requires such 
continued personal change’ (p. 44). 
 Adaptation and development requires openness to (new) experiences. This aspect of 
personal growth is inspired by Rogers (1963), who proposes that openness to experience is a 
characteristic of the fully functioning person. This openness is contrasted with defensiveness, 
which he describes as a distorted symbolization in awareness in a response to (anticipated) 
incongruence with the structure of the self. For example, a man might deny feeling afraid 
when he feels he should be masculine. When an individual is open to experience, on the other 
hand, stimuli are freely experienced. This way the individual gains undistorted awareness of 
his internal and external world and can adapt to his circumstances. This condition for personal 
growth is reflected in point 3; being open to experience. This description seems to imply that 
openness to experience is also related to self-acceptance. Because when you accept all aspects 
of the self, a defensive reaction to new information is unnecessary. 
 Personal growth has a close link with self-actualization as described by various 
authors (Ryff & Singer, 2008). Jahoda (1958) describes self-actualization as developing your 
potential capacities and being devoted to a mission in life or a vocation. And according to 
Jung (1954) self-actualization refers to ‘the fullest, most complete differentiation and 
harmonious blending of all aspects of man's total personality’ (p. 96). Roger’s description of 
openness to experience and Jahoda and Jung’s definition of self-actualization come together 
in one of Maslow’s (1962) characterizations of self-actualization. He describes it as ‘ongoing 
actualization of potentials, capacities and talents, as fulfillment of mission (or call, fate, 
destiny or vocation), as a fuller knowledge of, and acceptance of, the person’s own intrinsic 
nature, as an unceasing trend toward unity, integration or synergy within the person’ (p. 23). 
In other words, personal growth involves actualizing our potentials, capacities and talents; 
realizing our life mission; increasing awareness of our internal world; and increasing 
acceptance and integration of all aspects of the self. When one grows towards realizing these 
aspects this is assumed to result in the experiences described in point 1, 2, 4, 5 and 6.  
 When one lacks personal growth on the other hand, this is likely to result in point 7, 8 
and 9. When this lack of development is accompanied by the feeling that one is unable to 
develop new attitudes or behaviors (point 10), this personal stagnation is likely to endure. 





Figure 17: Process underlying personal growth 
 
Since personal growth relates to various areas in life, it can be related to the other dimensions 
of well-being. Realizing your life mission relates to purpose in life, since your life mission 
can be understood as the purpose you feel personally responsible for. Increasing awareness of 
your internal world (self-awareness) and acceptance of all aspects of the self relates to self-
acceptance. A sense of personal growth can thus result from development in different well-
being dimensions, and presumably also from improvement in other areas in life. 
 
Understanding of well-being and its underlying processes 
according to PWB 
The model of Psychological Well-Being focusses on well-being as optimal functioning. Well-
being is conceptualized as a multidimensional concept. PWB holds that these dimensions 
represent ‘different aspects of positive functioning’ (Ryff, 1989b, p. 1072), ‘ideal end-states of 
the fully functioning person’ or ‘goals for complete development’ (Ryff, 1989a, p. 44).  
The first dimension is self-acceptance, which ideally means that we are aware of all 
aspects of ourselves (‘positive’ as well as ‘negative’) and that the self-perception that results 
from this awareness, meets our perception of the ‘ought self’ (or the other way around). It is 
thus the result of an evaluation process. 
The second dimension – positive relationships – refers to having sufficient warm, 
satisfying, trusting relationships. These relationships require certain competencies like the 
ability for empathy, affection and intimacy and an understanding of the give and take of 
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human relationships. When relations are positive, this is likely to result in behaviors that 
further strengthen these relationships. 
Autonomy is the third well-being dimension that has been discussed. It refers to basing 
your evaluations, decisions and behaviors on your own judgements rather than those of others. 
It results from being concerned with one’s own judgements, interests, pleasures and values 
and requires the ability to resist social pressures. 
Fourth came environmental mastery, which involves awareness of opportunities for 
creating a suitable environment and the competency to exploit these opportunities. In the ideal 
case one’s control over the environment is used for creating an environment in which one is 
able to satisfy one’s needs and which is congruent with one’s values according to PWB. 
Purpose in life was discussed fifth, and involves the perception that our present or 
future actions and experiences will contribute to something that we value. It requires having 
beliefs about what is valuable, knowing how to contribute to this and feeling capable to do so. 
Contributing to what one considers valuable result in a sense of meaning.  
Finally, personal growth was discussed, which refers actualizing our potentials, 
capacities and talents; realizing our life mission; increasing awareness of our internal world; 
and increasing acceptance and integration of all aspects of the self. According to PWB this 
requires being open to new experiences. Together these six dimensions clarify the end-states 
that are achieved by the fully functioning person. 
 
Evaluation of PWB 
Ryff’s model of Psychological Well-Being is based on a broad range of literature and 
illuminates some important dimensions that are involved in optimal functioning. However, 
some points of critique can also be made. 
 The way Ryff presents her model suggests that the dimensions define what eudemonic 
well-being, or optimal functioning, is. However, in my view these dimensions can better be 
understood as characteristics of the optimally functioning individual. This becomes apparent 
when looking at the definitions of these dimension in which a variety of phenomena are 
discussed, many of which do not refer to ways of functioning. For example, she defines 
circumstances or end-states (e.g. has warm, satisfying and trusting relationships’ and ‘is 
unaware of surrounding opportunities’) and ways of functioning (e.g. ‘is self-determining and 
independent’ and ‘makes effective use of surrounding opportunities’). But she also speaks of  
valuations (e.g. ‘is concerned about the welfare of others’), evaluations (e.g. ‘feels dissatisfied 
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with the self’), feelings (e.g. ‘feels bored and uninterested with life’), capacities (e.g. ‘capable 
of strong empathy, affection and intimacy’), aspirations (e.g. ‘wishes to be different than what 
he or she is’) and perceptions about reality (e.g. ‘feels there is meaning to present and past 
life’). In my view, these phenomena can be understood as characteristics that optimally 
functioning individuals demonstrate. Therefore they can better be characterized as indicators 
of optimal functioning. This conclusion can also be drawn when looking at the underlying 
processes of the dimensions. Take self-acceptance for example. As we have seen, accepting 
the self is the result of an evaluation process. Self-acceptance implies that who one is or how 
one functions is congruent with how one thinks one should be or function. Self-acceptance is 
thus a result of a way of functioning, rather than a way of functioning in itself. 
 Furthermore, PWB does not consider a theoretical framework that substantiates what 
makes functioning optimal. What are the criteria for characterizing a way of functioning as 
optimal? The only criterion Ryff seems to have applied, is whether the indicators have been 
related to optimal functioning or well-being by other authors. 
 Lastly, the exclusive focus on characteristics of optimally functioning individuals has 
resulted in an understanding of eudemonic well-being that is sometimes a bit shallow in the 
sense that its underlying processes are not considered. The definitions of the six dimensions 
are often focused on outcomes of a certain way of living instead of the processes that lead to 
these outcomes. In this chapter I have tried to give insight in some of these underlying 
processes by visualizing them. The lack of insight in these underlying processes has also 
resulted in the absence of a theoretical framework in which the relationships between (the 
underlying processes of) these dimensions are considered. Ryff (1989b) and Ryff and Keyes 
(1995) have calculated the correlation between the six dimensions and conducted a factor 
analysis in order to determine the interrelations between these dimensions, but a theoretical 




Comparison of the theories 
 
So far I have discussed Diener’s model of Subjective Well-Being, Deci and Ryan’s Self-
Determination Theory and Ryff’s model of Psychological Well-Being. I have tried to clarify 
the processes that contribute to well-being according to these models. In this chapter I will 
explore the similarities and differences with concern to these underlying processes, thereby 
answering the main research question of this thesis: What are the similarities and differences 
concerning the processes that contribute to well-being, according to the model of Subjective 
Well-Being by Ed Diener, the model of Psychological Well-Being by Carol Ryff and the Self-
Determination Theory by Richard Ryan and Edward Deci? 
 
To understand the differences and similarities between these theories it is important to keep in 
mind that the meaning that is assigned to well-being, and the way it is subsequently 
approached is quite different per theory. Therefore, this will be outlined briefly before turning 
to the comparison of their underlying processes.  
In the model of SWB, well-being is understood as the positivity of the subjective 
experience of the individual in terms of affect and satisfaction. Therefore this model considers 
what factors influence these experiences. Within both SDT and the model of PWB, on the 
other hand, well-being refers to the optimality of one’s functioning. However, the way this 
concept is approached is quite different. PWB focusses on the characteristics optimally 
functioning individuals demonstrate, which are regarded as ideal end-states or goals of the 
fully functioning person. In my view the definitions of PWB’s dimensions can be understood 
as indicators of optimal functioning. However, this model lacks a theoretical basis that 
substantiates what makes functioning optimal. SDT, on the other hand, represents a broad 
theory of optimal functioning. It presumes that the ideal state of human beings is a state of 
integrity. The optimality of one’s functioning is related to achieving this state. SDT considers 
the innate characteristics of human beings, the processes that are optimal and non-optimal, 
and the antecedents and outcomes of these processes. SDT is thus a very comprehensive 
theory that explores many different aspects of optimal functioning. 
The similarities and differences between the processes that underly well-being 





Similarities and differences between SWB and SDT 
Although the model of SWB and SDT approach well-being very differently, some of their 
concepts can be related to each other. These relations are shown in table 3 and will be 
discussed in this section. 
 
SDT SWB 
Affect is understood as guidance for behavior Affect is understood as guidance for behavior 
Need satisfaction → 
 
Indicators of well-being (including positive affect)  
(Expected) goal attainment → 
 
Positive affect 
Satisfaction need for autonomy → 
 
Intrapersonal integrity (IAI) → 
 
 
Indicators of well-being (including positive life 
judgements and domain satisfaction) 
 
 
Congruence between one’s life conditions and one’s 
values and standards → 
 
Positive life judgements and domain satisfaction 
Satisfaction need for competence Competence as a resource for goal attainment 
 
Table 3: Relations between SDT and SWB 
 
As became clear Subjective Well-Being focusses primarily on well-being as a subjective 
experience, while Self-Determination Theory focusses on the functioning of the individual 
when defining well-being. However, the theories both hold that individual functioning and 
experience are interrelated: the experience of positive and negative affect is understood as 
functional feedback that guides one’s behaviors in ways that are favorable to the individual 
(Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 2009; DeHaan & Ryan, 2014). So the experience of affect is a 
result of, and provides guidance for one’s functioning.  
However, these models express a different understanding with regard to the processes 
underlying these affects. SWB holds that affects are dependent on whether one perceives an 
event as supporting or thwarting of the attainment of one’s goals (Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 
2009). In contrast, Deci and Ryan (2000) argue that affect is determined by the extent to 
which attainment of the goal satisfies or thwarts one’s needs for autonomy, competence and 
relatedness. In other words, according to SWB affect results from goal attainment and thus 
provides feedback of whether the individual is achieving one’s goals, and according to SDT 
affect is the result of need satisfaction and thus provides feedback of whether one is on the 
right track with regard to satisfying one’s needs. Kasser and Ryan (1996; 2001) have 
presented convincing evidence that supports the assumption that the content of goals does 
matter indeed. Their results show that the pursuit and attainment of intrinsic goals – goals that 
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reflect need satisfaction – is associated with several indicators of well-being, including 
positive affect, and negatively correlates with indicators of ill-being, including negative 
affect. 
The process underlying global life judgements and domain satisfactions according to 
SWB can also be related to SDT. According to SWB positive evaluations follow from 
congruence between one’s perceived life conditions and one’s values and standards. This 
congruence can be understood as an aspect of intrapersonal integrity, which is central to SDT. 
Intrapersonal integrity refers to coherence within the self with regard to psychic elements, 
including the perceptions of one’s life, one’s values and one’s standards. The movement 
towards intrapersonal integrity (which is incited by satisfaction of the need for autonomy) is 
thus likely to result in positive global life judgements and domain satisfaction. Indeed, studies 
have shown that autonomy satisfaction and intrapersonal integrity are associated with 
indicators of well-being, including life satisfaction and an optimal affect balance (Chen et al., 
2015; Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
SDT’s need for competence can also be related to SWB, which views being competent 
as a resource that supports goal attainment. It is thus indirectly related to well-being 
experiences. A difference however, is that SDT focusses on feeling competent rather than 
being competent. Yet they are related, since being competent is likely the result in feeling 
competent. Furthermore, feeling competent is not only as a means to achieve one’s goals in 
SDT, but satisfaction and frustration of this need is believed to result in the experience of 
positive and negative affect regardless of goal attainment. 
 One last difference is that SWB’s main focus is on experience, thus it only considers 
conditions that result in these experiences. SDT, on the other hand, is much a much broader 
theory that explores the cyclic process that leads to (more) optimal functioning. Apart from 
the point discussed above, this process is not examined within the model of SWB. 
 
Similarities and differences between PWB and SDT 
The similarities and differences between PWB and SDT will be considered per dimension. 








Satisfaction need for autonomy → 
 




Realization of life mission (PG) 
Satisfaction need for relatedness →  
Interpersonal integrity (IRI) 
 
Positive relations with others 
Satisfaction need for competence Environmental control 
Actualization of potentials, capacities (PG) 
Activity tendency Purpose in life 
Integrative tendency → Intrapersonal integrity (IAI) Acceptance and integration within the self 
Mindfulness and awareness Awareness of internal world (PG) 
 Personal growth (=PG) 
 
Table 4: Relations between SDT and PWB 
 
Self-acceptance 
Self-acceptance is not discussed within SDT, however, Ryan and Deci (2000b) do address 
self-esteem. Self-esteem is similar to self-acceptance in the sense that it results from 
evaluating the self. However, it is also different from it, since self-acceptance involves an 
evaluation of a realistic self-perception which is compared to one’s conception of the ought 
self. When discussing self-esteem Ryan and Deci (2000b) distinguish between fragile and 
secure self-esteem. Fragile self-esteem involves positive feelings about oneself that are 
contingent on certain outcomes and which results in a continuous search for evidence of 
worth. Secure self-esteem on the other hand, ‘reflects positive feelings of worth that are well 
anchored and do not require promoting oneself or feeling superior to others’ (Ryan & Deci, 
2000b, p. 326). Ryan and Deci (2000b) believe that secure self-esteem can be understood as 
an indicator of eudemonic well-being. Since self-acceptance is quite similar to secure self-
esteem, I believe they would also view self-acceptance as such. 
Self-acceptance can also be understood as an aspect of intrapersonal integrity, since it 
implies inner harmony with regard to the self-concept and one’s evaluation standards. 
Therefore it is placed besides intrapersonal integrity in the table.  
However, there is also some friction between the theories with regard to self-
acceptance. According to Ryff (1989a) the dimensions of well-being represent ‘goals for 
complete development’ (p. 44). In contrast, Ryan and Deci (2000b) are against pursuing self-
esteem as a goal, because this would likely lead to fragile self-esteem. In fact, many studies 
have shown that a focus on shallow self-esteem, for example by giving a lot of compliments, 
can be detrimental to well-being (Reeve, 2015). Ryan and Deci (2000b) argue that secure self-
60 
 
esteem is a byproduct of successfully satisfying your basic psychological needs, and that it 
should not be seen as a need or goal. 
 
Positive relations with others 
Having positive relations with others (PWB) satisfies the need for relatedness (SDT), and 
these concepts are thus interrelated. Having positive relations can also be understood as an 
important aspect of interpersonal integrity – integration and assimilation of oneself within 
one’s social surroundings – and is therefore placed besides this concept in the table. 
However, there is a major difference between the place of these relationships within 
these two models. PWB understands these relationships as an aspect or indicator of 
eudemonic well-being, while SDT views having these relationships as an antecedent of 
eudemonic well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000b); to function optimally one has to feel connected 
to others. Here a general difference between PWB and SDT becomes visible: in contrast to 
SDT, PWB does not distinguish between antecedents and outcomes. Its dimensions are based 
on the characteristics of fully functioning individuals. However, it does not clarify how these 
dimensions relate to each other or what processes underly these dimensions. In this thesis I 
have tried to clarify some of these relations. This general difference can be understood when 
thinking of the purpose of these well-being concepts. Ryff’s goal is to measure positive 
relations, and she thus specifies competencies, behaviors and experiences that involved in 
such relationships. Ryan and Deci, on the other hand, focus on the individual’s experience 
when the need for relatedness is satisfied. This experience is later related to other concepts 
like the activity and integrative tendency and well-being. Since these goals are quite different 
it is hardly possible to compare the details of the processes underlying positive relations and 
the need for relatedness. 
 
Autonomy 
As was discussed in the chapter on PWB, its concept of autonomy differs from SDT’s 
conceptualization of it. Within SDT autonomy means that one’s behavior is volitional and 
self-endorsed, while PWB emphasizes that self-reliance is its defining feature. These 
conceptualizations overlap substantially, but they disagree on the question of whether 
volitionally relying on someone else’s advice must be characterized as autonomous 
regulation.  
When comparing the visualization of autonomy based on PWB (figure 14) and SDT 
(figure 9) some other differences become visible. PWB focusses on what autonomy is and 
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what it requires, while SDT focusses on the experience of autonomy satisfaction and puts the 
concept of autonomy in a broader context. For example, SDT relates autonomy to one’s 
intrapersonal integrity. This can again be understood in the light of the differing purposes of 
these theories, which makes it hard to directly compare the details of these concepts.  
Another difference between the understanding of autonomy of these two models is that 
autonomy, like positive relationships, is viewed as an indicator of eudemonic well-being 




PWB’s dimension of environmental mastery is very similar to SDT’s need for competence. 
The difference is that environmental mastery refers to being and feeling competent, while the 
need for competence is satisfied by feeling competent. This perception might overlap with 
someone’s actual competence to a greater or lesser extent.  
Furthermore, the conceptualization of environmental mastery conveys that according 
to PWB, one’s behaviors should be aimed at creating contexts that are suitable to one’s needs 
and values, while SDT emphasized that one’s behaviors should be congruent with one’s needs 
and values. So according to PWB there should be congruence between one’s environment and 
one’s needs and values, while SDT hold that there should be congruence between one’s 
behaviors and one’s needs and values.  
One last difference is that environmental mastery is viewed as an indicator of well-
being within PWB while SDT understands competence satisfaction as an antecedent of 
eudemonic well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). 
 
Purpose in life 
Purpose in life is not explicitly discussed in SDT either. However, when looking at the 
meaning of this dimension some striking similarities stand out. According to Frankl, humans 
need a purpose in life in order to be motivated for living. As can be seen from figure 16, this 
requires having beliefs about what is valuable, knowing how to contribute to what is valued 
and feeling competent at performing the required actions. This process has many parallels 
with SDT’s understanding of the activity tendency. According to this theory – that started as a 
theory on human motivation – one should feel autonomous and competent with regard to an 
activity in order to be motivated for it. Autonomy satisfaction means that one endorses the 
value of this activity (one thus has beliefs about what is valuable) and the need for 
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competence is satisfied when one understands how to attain valued outcomes and feels able to 
perform required actions. The process that underlies purpose in life (PWB) and the activity 
tendency (SDT) is thus practically the same. The only difference is that the activity tendency 
is related to being motivated for a specific activity, while purpose is related to being 
motivated for life in general. 
 
Personal growth 
PWB and SDT both address personal growth, but they assign a different meaning to it. 
However, when comparing these meanings some interesting similarities stand out. 
Within SDT personal growth is understood as (more) optimal functioning. Three 
aspects of optimal functioning are addressed: pursuing intrinsically valued goals, regulating 
oneself autonomously and awareness. However, the meaning of optimal functioning should be 
considered in light of its complete theoretical framework; it is related to the whole process 
that underlies eudemonic well-being, which is visualized in figure 3. 
Within PWB personal growth refers to the experience of development with regard to 
different areas of life, which can be related to SDT. [1] Actualization of potentials, capacities 
and talents can be understood as increasing one’s competence, which contributes positively 
through the rest of the SDT processes. [2] Realization of life mission implies that one’s 
actions are congruent with one’s intrapersonal integrity; with one’s beliefs, values and 
identity. This indicates that one is pursuing intrinsically valued goals and that one regulates 
oneself autonomously, which are two aspects of optimal functioning according to SDT. Inner 
coherence is also enhanced by this. [3] Increasing awareness of one’s internal world is related 
to mindfulness and awareness in general, which is also seen as an aspect of optimal 
functioning within SDT. Awareness (of one’s internal world) is necessary to make choices 
that are congruent with one’s intrapersonal integrity. In other words, awareness allows 
autonomous functioning and increases one’s intrapersonal integrity. [4] Acceptance and 
integration within the self relates to the integrative tendency as presented in SDT, and it 
results in intrapersonal integrity.  
So although the theoretical framework of PWB and SDT is very different, many of 
these concepts overlap. Having a sense of personal growth could thus be understood as an 
indicator of increased eudemonic well-being in light of SDT. However, it should be noted that 
although the areas of personal growth can be related to SDT concepts, personal growth is also 
a dimension in itself, since it refers to a sense of development in these areas. PWB 
understands this experience to be an important aspect of well-being. 
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Similarities and differences between PWB and SWB 
The similarities and differences between PWB and SWB will be considered per dimension. 




Life and domain satisfaction Self-acceptance 
Possible goal content and evaluation standards → 
positive affect and life and domain satisfaction 
Positive relations with others  
Purpose in life 
Competence as a resource for goal attainment Environmental mastery 
 
Table 5: Relations between SWB and PWB 
 
Self-acceptance 
Since self-acceptance results from an evaluating process, its underlying process is very similar 
to the process of global life judgements and domain satisfaction as portrayed in the model of 
SWB. In fact, one might argue that one’s relation with oneself could be seen as a life domain. 
Since the satisfaction in different life domains contributes to one’s life satisfaction in general 
this would mean that self-acceptance contributes to life satisfaction as well. This notion is 
coherent with the finding that self-acceptance correlates with life satisfaction with a factor 
ranging from 0.42 to 0.73 (Ryff, 1989b; Ryff, Lee, Essex & Schmutte, 1994; Ryff & Keyes, 
1995). This suggest that the relation one has with oneself (in terms of self-acceptance) is an 
important life domain. 
 
Relations with others 
The relationships with others is not explicitly addressed in the model of SWB. However, it is 
plausible that this dimension influences SWB in two manners. Firstly, studies have shown 
that relationships with others is a central aspect of the life of human beings, also in relation to 
their well-being  (Reeve, 2015, p. 457). As such, one’s relationships with others can be seen 
as an important life domain, which can thus be evaluated resulting in satisfaction with regard 
to this domain. Coherent with this line of thought is Ryff and Keyes’ (1995) finding that 
positive relationships and life satisfaction in general correlate modestly with a factor ranging 
from 0.35 to 0.43.  
Secondly, it seems likely that positive relations with others is an important goal for 
many people. When someone has many positive relations with others this means this goal is 
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being achieved, which thus results in positive affect. This is coherent with Ryff’s (1989b) 
finding that one’s affect balance correlates with positive relations with a factor of 0.30.  
The dimension of positive relations with others thus gives content to the abstract goals 
and evaluation standards discussed in the model of SWB. When these goals are achieved and 
when one’s perceived life conditions match these evaluation standards this results in 
Subjective Well-Being in the form of positive affect and satisfaction.  
 
Autonomy 
Within the model of SWB the concept of autonomy is not regarded. According to this model 
it is thus unimportant whether goals are pursued because they are valued by the individual or 
because one feels pressured to achieve them. Within SDT literature the neglect of the ‘why of 
goal pursuits’ within SWB is seen as a weakness of this model (e.g. Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
 
Environmental mastery 
Within the model of SWB the concept of environmental mastery is implicit. However, 
environmental mastery might influence one’s Subjective Well-Being in two ways. Firstly, in 
relation to global life judgement and domain satisfaction, being able to control one’s 
environment is likely to result in greater satisfaction, since one can actively manipulate one’s 
surroundings to match one’s evaluation standards. This idea is coherent with the finding that 
environmental mastery correlates with life satisfaction with a factor of 0.39 to 0.61 (Ryff & 
Keyes, 1995). Secondly, in relation to one’s affects, SWB holds that the affect one 
experiences depends on whether one interprets an event as supportive of goal attainment and 
on whether one perceives the necessary resources to be available. Environmental mastery can 
be understood as a resource since it is used to achieve one’s goals, leading to a more positive 
affect balance. This line of thought is supported by the finding that environmental mastery 
and affect balance correlate by a factor of 0.62 (Ryff, 1989b).  
However, while SWB focusses on abstract goals, PWB emphasizes the importance of 
using one’s environmental mastery to ‘choose or create contexts suitable to personal needs 
and values’ (Ryff, 2013). So like SDT, PWB gives content to the abstract goals that are 







Purpose in life 
Purpose in life is not addressed in the model of SWB, which assumes that the quality of one’s 
affect is dependent on whether an event is supportive or thwarting of one’s goals. However, it 
does not consider the possibility of and outcomes when someone lacks these goals in the first 
place.  
It is hard to say what purpose in life means in relation to life and domain satisfaction. 
When having a purpose in life is an important need or value of the individual, it seems likely 
that this shapes one’s evaluation standards. Having a purpose in life would then become one 
of the conditions that contributes to life satisfaction. This interpretation is coherent with the 
correlations between purpose in life and life satisfaction of 0.59 and 0.55 that were 
respectively found by Ryff (1989) and Ryff, Lee, Essex and Schmutte (1994). However, Ryff 
and Keyes (1995) found a correlation of only 0.10. It is unclear why this difference is so big. 
 
Personal growth 
Personal growth is not addressed in the model of SWB. Since personal growth is related to the 
other dimensions one might expect it to be an important contributor to life satisfaction and 
affect balance. However, Ryff and Keyes (1995) have found only weak correlations between 
personal growth and life satisfaction with a factor ranging from 0.18 to 0.38. And Ryff 
(1989b) found a weak correlation between personal growth and affect balance with a factor of 
0.25. The weakness of these correlations might be explained by the fact that personal growth 
does not measure the extent to which one has developed one’s competencies, has realized 
one’s life mission and is aware and accepting of the different aspects of the self, but it is an 






Overview of the similarities and differences 
The relations between the well-being models of SDT, SWB and PWB are summarized in the 
table below. It should be noted that this table is focused on the similarities rather than the 
differences between the theories. 
 
SDT SWB PWB 
Affect is understood as guidance for 
behavior 
Affect is understood as guidance 
for behavior 
 
Need satisfaction → 
 
Indicators of well-being (including 
positive affect)  




Satisfaction need for autonomy → 
 




Indicators of well-being (including 




Congruence between one’s life 
conditions and one’s values and 
standards → 
 
Positive life judgements and 
domain satisfaction  
- Autonomy 
 
- Self-acceptance  
- Realization of life mission (PG) 
Satisfaction need for relatedness →  
 
Interpersonal integrity (IRI) → 
 
Indicators of well-being 
  
 
Positive relations with others 
Satisfaction need for competence Competence as a resource for 
goal attainment 
- Environmental control 
- Actualization of potentials, 
capacities (PG) 
Activity tendency  Purpose in life 
Integrative tendency → 
Intrapersonal integrity (IAI) 
 Acceptance and integration 
within the self 
Mindfulness and awareness  Awareness of internal world 
(PG) 
  Personal growth (=PG) 
 







The aim of this research was to gain insight in the processes that contribute to different forms 
of well-being. Insight in the processes underlying well-being adds to the understanding of the 
concept and causes of well-being, and in addition it gives insight in how well-being could be 
enhanced durably. In order to achieve this goal, I have discussed, visualized and compared 
three well-being models: Diener’s model of Subjective Well-Being, Deci and Ryan’s Self-
Determination Theory and Ryff’s model of Psychological Well-Being. This has resulted in an 
overview of the similarities and differences between these models, answering the main 
research question. What can be concluded from these results? 
 
The different meanings and approaches to well-being make it a challenging concept to 
explore. However, some similarities and differences have been identified. It turned out that 
these models sometimes contradict each other, and at other times validate or complement one 
another. The most striking points of divergence are the following two. Firstly, SDT and PWB 
contradict SWB’s assumption that the content of goals is unimportant to the well-being that 
results from achieving them. Secondly, SDT argues that the dimensions of well-being as 
proposed by PWB are not aspects but indicators of optimal functioning. In other words, PWB 
does not define what optimal functioning comprises, but it is focused on characteristics that 
optimally functioning individuals demonstrate, including feelings, evaluations and aspirations. 
The theories also complement each other in different areas. SDT and PWB suggest 
what goal contents would add to well-being for example. They argue that one’s goals should 
be congruent with one’s needs and values. One should, for example, foster positive 
relationships with others, as well as with oneself. Secondly, SDT provides a theoretical basis 
that substantiates what makes functioning optimal, by introducing the concept of integrity as 
the ultimate goal. This background theory is missing in the model of PWB, but its dimensions 
are coherent with the concept of integrity. Lastly, PWB complements SWB by suggesting that 
the relationship with yourself might be an important life domain. 
Finally, there are some important points of convergence regarding the models. All 
theories implicitly or explicitly emphasize the importance of competence. Developing one’s 
competencies can thus be understood as an important life goal. Secondly, SWB and SDT both 
suggest that affect can be understood as feedback that guides our behavior in ways that are 
favorable to us. This brings me to the third point; the importance of awareness (of one’s 
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internal world) is underscored by both SDT and PWB. Being aware of sensations like affects 
helps us to move in the right direction. All theories have some notion of what direction this 
should be. They all implicitly or explicitly stress the importance of creating a life in 
accordance with one’s (needs and) values. According to SDT and PWB this results in the 
desirable state of intrapersonal integrity; a state in which acceptance and integration within 
the self is realized and maintained. 
 
These models thus provide us with various clues about what well-being is, and how it can be 
enhanced durably. When compared and combined, these models hopefully point us in the 
right direction. The limitations and implications of these results will be considered in the 






The research questions of this thesis have now been answered. In this chapter the limitations 
of this study will be discussed, as well as the relevance of these results. Lastly, some 
recommendations for further research will be made. 
 
Limitations of this study 
This research has several limitations. Firstly, the processes underlying well-being in each 
model were not always explicit. Therefore the descriptions and visualizations of these 
processes are not solely based on the information provided by the authors, but also on my own 
interpretation of these models and of secondary resources. This was especially true for the 
model of PWB. Due to the available time for this research, its depth is limited. It would be 
interesting to analyze related theories more extensively in order to determine what processes 
underlie well-being and how they can be optimized. 
In addition, the well-being models of Subjective Well-Being, Self-Determination 
Theory and Psychological Well-Being are only reviewed critically to a limited degree, since 
the aim of this research was not to determine the legitimacy of these models, but to compare 
them. The most important inconsistencies within these models that were discovered have been 
discussed in the evaluation section of each model, but they have not been taken into account 
when the models were compared. 
 Thirdly, comparing the models turned out to be a challenging endeavor, since the 
understanding and approach of well-being within these models was significantly different.  
The discussion of the similarities and differences between the models are therefore somewhat 
disjointed instead of forming a coherent and logical whole. 
 Lastly, the choice to focus on these three models was practical, but necessarily resulted 
in the exclusion of other perspectives on well-being, such as Keyes’ (1998) model of social 
well-being, Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model and the architecture of sustainable happiness 
developed by Lyubomirsky, Sheldon and Schkade (2005). The scope of this thesis is thus 
limited. Although there is some overlap between well-being models, the focus of this paper 
may have resulted in a distorted image of well-being. When other models would have been 
selected, the relation between well-being and meaning (discussed later in this thesis) might 
have turned out differently, for example, since a considerable amount of theories focus on 
happiness as an affect rather than meaning in life when regarding well-being. 
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Reflections on the social implications of the study 
The results of this thesis give greater insight in the concept and causes of well-being. They 
indicate that well-being as positive experience (hedonic well-being) and well-being as 
functioning (eudemonic well-being) are interrelated; positive experience follows from optimal 
functioning. A question that is of great social relevance is how well-being can be enhanced 
durably according to the three theories that have been discussed in this thesis. This question 
goes beyond the scope of my thesis, nonetheless it will be regarded briefly in this section in 
order to make a start for this important endeavor. It should be noted however, that these 
reflections are not exhaustive and still miss a solid substantiation. Therefore further research 
is necessary. 
The central message that resulted from this study is that well-being involves living life 
in accordance with our needs and values. This might seem obvious, but often times these 
elements do not primarily guide our behaviors. Instead, we focus our efforts at achieving 
goals that are set by others, like increasing the revenue of the company we work for. Or trying 
to be the perfect in the eyes of others, forgetting what we ourselves consider to be important. 
When we want to increase the well-being of our society we should support the youth to 
become aware of their needs and values. To base their actions on what interest them, fulfills 
them, is valued by them. However, the opposite is true for most youngsters. In schools we 
push them to invest greatly in unendorsed goals. I recently started working in a secondary 
school and it struck me that many students do not enjoy or value most classes they attend. 
With reward and punishment we try to motivate them to do what we consider to be important 
for them, to learn what society needs them to master. Being connected to your interests, needs 
and values is not convenient in such an environment at all. Thus to increase the well-being of 
our society, it might be necessary to rethink our school system. 
Several conditions are required to achieve congruence between one’s life and one’s 
needs and values. Firstly, creating this congruence – or intrapersonal integrity in terms of 
SDT – should be a major life goal when one wants to achieve well-being. Well-being can only 
be achieved when we successfully satisfy our needs and when we live in accordance with our 
values. This principle is rather abstract; what is the content of these needs and values? This 
may differ per individual, however, SDT concretizes three needs that are considered to be 
universal: competence, autonomy, relatedness. This means that besides pursuing goals that are 
congruent with specific individual needs and values, people should (1) strive towards 
developing their competencies in personally important areas in life, (2) strengthen the courage 
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to create a life that is congruent with their needs and values despite of the expectations of 
others and (3) aim to build satisfying relationships with others. 
 The strivings listed above require life skills, like specific competencies, courage and 
the competency to build strong relationships. In addition, the creation of a congruent life 
requires several other general life skills. Firstly, awareness is an important life skill. Through 
awareness of our sensations – like our (physical) feelings and thoughts – we gain knowledge 
about our needs, values, competencies and our environment. Through awareness we create an 
image of what the world is like, who we are ourselves, how we want our reality to be and how 
we can manipulate our conceived reality. Within SWB this knowledge is referred to as 
personal knowledge that we use to interpret external events and evaluate our life (domains). 
Secondly, creativity is an essential life skill. We may be aware of what the world is like and 
of what we need and value, but we can only create a life that is congruent with these elements 
when we creatively find (alternative) routes towards achieving our goals in life. When the 
bullying of our classmates frustrates our need for relatedness we should invest in other ways 
to satisfy this need. We might find comfort in the arms of others, or we might confront these 
bullies to put an end to it all. However it may be, we need to creatively consider what 
solutions are at hand, and which one suits us best considering the challenge at hand. 
 In addition, to contribute to a world in which people can live a life that is congruent 
with who they are, the least we can do is allowing people to follow their needs and values, 
even though these might differ from our own. Unless, of course, this hinders others in doing 
so. And if we want to make an active contribution, we might invest in creating and improving 
environments in which people’s integrity is fostered, for example by offering the 
environmental supports that were discussed in the chapter on SDT. 
 
In short, the models that have been discussed in this thesis point to several conditions that are 
required for achieving well-being in a durable manner. The ultimate goal might be to create a 
life that is congruent with our needs and values. To achieve this goal, we must be skilled at 
becoming aware of our internal and external reality, including our needs and values. In 
addition, we must become creative and competent at finding and following strategies for 
achieving congruence in different areas in life. And lastly, we should invest in creating an 
environment that is supportive of people’s integrity in order to enable the achievement of 
well-being for all. These insights can be used for developing interventions that promote well-
being. This way this thesis contributes to Seligman’s (2000) ambition of positive psychology 
to understand and promote the well-being of individuals and communities. 
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Reflections on the relation between well-being and meaning 
The results of this study are also relevant to the field of humanistic studies, since various 
scholars within this field have been engaged with understanding the relation between well-
being and meaning (e.g. Derkx, 2013). To this end I will briefly discuss the implicit and 
explicit role of meaning within the examined well-being models. First I will give a definition 
of meaning, and subsequently I will compare this concept to the well-being models that have 
been discussed in this thesis. It should be noted that – like the reflections on the social 
implications of this study – these reflections lack the thoroughness that characterized the 
comparison of the well-being theories that were central in this thesis.  
 
Definition of meaning 
Different scholars have defined what the concept of a meaningful life comprises. In this thesis 
I will use the definition of Derkx (2013), who has distinguished seven needs for meaning. The 
first need for meaning is purpose. The need for purpose is satisfied when one feels that 
activities in the present are connected to something that is positively valued in the future. This 
positively valued thing can be a goal but also an inner fulfillment, like the positive state of 
mind that results from some achievement. The second need is moral worth or moral 
justification, which refers to the desire of humans to perceive their acts and way of living as 
right or good or as having positive value. This way of acting and living also includes the goals 
or purposes they strive for. Thirdly, Derkx mentions the need for self-worth, which refers to 
valuing who one is and what one does positively. This valuation can result from the 
perception that one is better than others with respect to one or more aspects of life, and that 
this is recognized by respected others. However, in can also result from comparing the group 
one is part of – like a religion or a nation – to another group (Derkx, 2013). The fourth need is 
the need for competence; having a sense of control or efficacy. People need to feel life is 
based on their decisions, rather than experiencing life as happening to them. There are two 
forms of control: one can manipulate one’s environment to make it congruent with what one 
desires, or one can adapt oneself to this environment. The latter form of control is called 
interpretive control ‘by which understanding why something happens produces an experience 
of competence, even when one cannot change what in fact happens’ (Derkx, 2013, p. 44). The 
previous four needs are based on Baumeister (1991), but to get a sharper image of what a 
meaningful life comprises Derkx (2013) adds three other needs. The fifth need is the need for 
comprehensibility. Derkx (2013) follows Mooren (1998) in the idea that humans need to have 
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a sense of coherence. They create stories to replace chaos with order; to understand their 
world and the events happening to them. This ‘makes life comprehensible and manageable, 
and provides identity and continuity’ (Derkx, 2013, 44). Sixth comes the need for 
connectedness, which refers to the need for contact and union with others, and abandonment 
to others. This need can be fulfilled by building satisfying relationships, but also by working 
towards a better world in which case the individual feels connected to impersonal others. 
According to Alma and Smaling (2009) – on which this need is based – this requires 
experiencing the other as another and not as an extension piece of yourself. The last need for 
meaning – which is also based on Alma and Smaling (2009) – is the need for transcendence. 
This is described as ‘going beyond what is regular, expected, well-known and safe, exploring 
and reaching for what is new, different and unknown’ (Derkx, 2013, p. 46). In line with 
Viktor Frankl’s work, transcendence can also be understood as letting go of one’s personal 
interests in order to contribute to something that is morally valued by the individual. Or it can 
refer to relating oneself to a structure that is bigger than the self, like the cosmos, a movement 
or a family. 
As became clear throughout this section Derkx (2013) has defined the meaningful life 
by presenting seven needs for meaning: purpose, moral worth, self-worth, competence, 
comprehensibility, connectedness and transcendence. He holds that when one succeeds to 
satisfy these needs, one will probably experience one’s life as meaningful. 
 
The relation between well-being and meaning 
The relation between concepts involved in a meaningful life and well-being are discussed in 
this section and visualized in table 7.  
Moral worth refers to the desire of human to perceive their acts and way of living as 
right or good or as having positive value (Derkx, 2013). This implies that one’s acts and way 
of living are congruent with one’s values and standards. This is part of one’s intrapersonal 
integrity (SDT) and almost equal to congruence between one’s life conditions and one’s 
values and standards (SWB). Therefore it is placed besides these concepts in the table. One 
can conclude that satisfaction of the need for moral worth not only adds to the meaning one 
experiences in life, but also to enhanced indicators of well-being (SDT) and positive global 
life judgements and domain satisfactions (SWB). Living life in congruence with one’s 
integrated values is thus of major importance to both well-being and meaning in life. 
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 The need for self-worth refers to valuing who one is and what one does positively 
(Derkx, 2013). This definition is similar to that of self-esteem, which has been discussed in 
the section ‘Similarities and differences between PWB and SDT’. As became clear from this 
section, self-esteem (and thus also self-worth) can be understood as an aspect of intrapersonal 
integrity, resulting in indicators of well-being (SDT). In relation to SWB self-worth can be 
interpreted as a domain satisfaction, as was argued in the section ‘Similarities and differences 
between PWB and SWB’. Regarding the self positively can thus be seen as an aspect of well-
being, as well as a meaningful life. 
 
SDT SWB PWB Meaning 
Satisfaction need for 
autonomy → 
 





Indicators of well-being 
(including positive life 






one’s life conditions and 
one’s values and 
standards → 
 
Positive life judgements 





- Self-acceptance  





- Need for moral worth  
- Need for self-worth 
 
Satisfaction need for 
relatedness →  
 
Interpersonal integrity → 
 








Satisfaction need for 
competence 
Competence as a 
resource for goal 
attainment 
- Environmental control 
- Actualization of 
potentials, capacities 
(PG) 
Need for competence 
(adapting environment 
to self) 
Activity tendency  Purpose in life Need for purpose 
Integrative tendency → 
Intrapersonal integrity 
(IAI) 
 Acceptance and 
integration within the 
self 
Need for competence 
(adapting self to 
environment) 




 Awareness of internal 
world (PG) 
 
  Personal growth (=PG)  
   Transcendence 
 
Table 7: Relations between well-being and meaning in life 
 
The need for connectedness refers to the need for contact and union with others, and 
abandonment to others (Derkx, 2013). It overlaps with SDT’s need for relatedness and PWB’s 
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notion of positive relations with others, in the sense that it emphasizes the importance of 
building positive and satisfying relationship with others. Having these relationships can thus 
be understood as an element of both well-being and meaning. However, the theories diverge 
on the idea that people should abandon themselves to others. Neither Derkx (2013) nor Alma 
and Smaling (2009) – on which this need is based – explain the necessity of abandoning the 
self to others in relation to meaning. Therefore it is unclear to me how this idea relates to 
well-being. 
 The need for competence refers to having a sense of control or efficacy (Derkx, 2013). 
According to Derkx (2013) this control can take two forms: accommodating your 
environment to you or adapting yourself to your environment. In the first sense, competence 
(as control over your environment) is central to all well-being theories. According to SDT 
feeling competent is a need which satisfaction is required for the activation of one’s 
tendencies, within PWB competence is understood as a characteristic of the fully functioning 
person and according to SWB competence is a requirement for goal attainment. In the second 
sense (adapting the self to the environment) competence can be related to SDT’s integrative 
tendency. This form of competence involves changing your interpretation of the environment, 
in order to feel competent. In other words, intrapersonal integrity is maintained by molding 
one’s perceptions until they form a coherent whole. Since intrapersonal integrity results in 
indicators of well-being (SDT) this form of competence is also related to well-being. Being 
competent can thus be viewed as a condition that is required to achieve well-being as well as 
meaning. 
The need for purpose is satisfied when one feels that activities in the present are 
connected to something that is positively valued in the future (Derkx, 2013). This converges 
with PWB’s dimension of purpose in life. A difference is that PWB explicates some 
conditions for purpose in life which can be tied to SDT’s activity tendency. However, this is 
not the case for Derkx need for purpose. Another difference is that Derkx notes that this value 
can relate to an external goal, but also to a form of inner fulfillment. This is not explicated in 
PWB, but it is not in conflict with it either. The need for purpose thus converges with PWB’s 
dimension of purpose in life, although the processes underlying these concepts are not 
explicated and can thus not be compared thoroughly. It can be viewed as a dimension that is 
important to well-being, as well as meaning in life. 
The need for comprehensibility refers to the need to have a sense of coherence; the 
need to understand your world and the events happening to you (Derkx, 2013). Ryan and Deci 
(2000b) refer to peoples ‘fundamental desire to comprehend and make sense of their life 
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experiences’ (p. 325) as a need for meaning in structural terms. For them this also includes a 
sense of coherence. They state that this type of meaning can be understood in terms of 
internalization and integration which are induced by people’s integrative tendency. They thus 
imply that satisfaction of need for comprehensibility is achieved by moving towards 
intrapersonal integrity. A sense of coherence can also be related to PWB’s notion of 
integration within the self. In addition, having an understanding of the world can also be 
related to the (need for) competence and to environmental mastery, since effectively 
managing one’s word requires having some understanding about how this world is and how 
desired outcomes can be achieved. So again one can conclude that both a life of well-being 
and a life of meaning, require having a sense of coherence and an understanding of the world. 
The last need for meaning is the need for transcendence, which can refer to three 
different phenomena. Firstly, it can refer to the exploration of that what is new, unknown and 
unexpected. In this respect transcendence is related to SDT’s activity tendency; human’s 
tendency to volitionally engage in activities and explore that what seems new and interesting. 
Secondly, it refers to letting go of one’s personal interests in order to contribute to something 
that is morally valued by the individual. In this respect it transcendence relates to moral worth 
(meaning), purpose in life (PWB) and autonomy satisfaction (SDT). Thirdly, transcendence 
can refer to relating oneself to a structure that is bigger than the self, like the cosmos, a 
movement or a family. Derkx (2013) poses that in this sense, transcendence is related to 
connectedness. When the bigger structure refers to a social structure transcendence refers to 
interpersonal integrity. When it refers to a non-social structure however, like the cosmos or a 
god, transcendence cannot be related to well-being concepts. In many respects, transcendence 
can thus be related to different well-being concepts, but it differs from well-being when it 
refers to relating oneself to a bigger non-social structure. 
In conclusion, the similarities between meaning in life and well-being outweigh the 
differences. Meaning in life differs from well-being with its notion of abandonment to the 
other as an aspect of connectedness, relating the self to a non-social structure as an aspect of 
transcendence and the characterization of all of the meaning dimensions as needs. However, 
the processes and concepts involved in a meaningful life overlap substantially with those of 
well-being as proposed by the studied models. Both require living life in congruence with 
one’s values, regarding the self positively, feeling related to others, being and feeling 
competent, having valued goals to strive towards and creating a sense of coherence. This 




Recommendations for further research 
Although often times a distinction is made between eudemonic and hedonic well-being, I 
would argue for studying functioning and (affective) experiences together. What processes 
underly well-being experiences? And what experiences follow from optimal functioning? 
How do the concepts that are discussed in this thesis relate to each other exactly? This way 
the relations become clear between the many concepts that have been discussed in this thesis, 
like one’s experiences, motives, competencies, needs, values, tendencies and functionings. 
 The results of this thesis have shown that in order to cultivate well-being one should 
be aware of one’s internal world and be competent of performing actions that are required for 
creating a life that is congruent with one’s needs and values. In order to realize this, insight is 
needed in how this can best be achieved. How can we become more aware of our internal 
world, including our sensations, needs and values? How can we arrange our lives in a way 
that is congruent with these needs and values? How can we develop the competencies that are 
required to enhance well-being? I would recommend further research to focus on these 
questions, since answers to these questions can help to enhance the functioning and 
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Appendix A – Basic Need Satisfaction Scale 
 
To determine one's need satisfaction, the following questions are posited in the Basic Need 
Satisfaction Scale (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Gagné, 2003). The (R) behind a question indicates the 
score should be reversed when calculating one's total score. 
 
Competence 
3. Often, I do not feel very competent. (R) 
5. People I know tell me I am good at what I do.  
10. I have been able to learn interesting new skills recently.  
13. Most days I feel a sense of accomplishment from what I do.  
15. In my life I do not get much of a chance to show how capable I am. (R) 
19. I often do not feel very capable. (R) 
 
Autonomy 
1. I feel like I am free to decide for myself how to live my life.  
4. I feel pressured in my life. (R) 
8. I generally feel free to express my ideas and opinions.  
11. In my daily life, I frequently have to do what I am told.  (R) 
14. People I interact with on a daily basis tend to take my feelings into consideration.  
17. I feel like I can pretty much be myself in my daily situations.  
20. There is not much opportunity for me to decide for myself how to do things in my 
daily life. (R) 
 
Relatedness 
2. I really like the people I interact with.  
6. I get along with people I come into contact with.  
7. I pretty much keep to myself and don't have a lot of social contacts. (R) 
9. I consider the people I regularly interact with to be my friends.  
12. People in my life care about me.  
16. There are not many people that I am close to. (R) 
18. The people I interact with regularly do not seem to like me much. (R) 
21. People are generally pretty friendly towards me. 
